University of South Florida

Scholar Commons
Graduate Theses and Dissertations

Graduate School

March 2021

Tourism, Education, and Identity Making: Agency and
Representation of Indigenous Communities in Public Sites within
Florida.
Timothy R. Lomberk II
University of South Florida

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarcommons.usf.edu/etd
Part of the Social and Cultural Anthropology Commons

Scholar Commons Citation
Lomberk, Timothy R. II, "Tourism, Education, and Identity Making: Agency and Representation of
Indigenous Communities in Public Sites within Florida." (2021). Graduate Theses and Dissertations.
https://scholarcommons.usf.edu/etd/8816

This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Graduate School at Scholar Commons. It has been
accepted for inclusion in Graduate Theses and Dissertations by an authorized administrator of Scholar Commons.
For more information, please contact scholarcommons@usf.edu.

Tourism, Education, and Identity Making: Agency and Representation of
Indigenous Communities in Public Sites within Florida.

by

Timothy R. Lomberk II

A thesis submitted in partial fulfillment
of the requirements for the degree of
Master of Arts
with a concentration in Heritage Tourism
Department of Applied Anthropology
College of Arts and Sciences
University of South Florida
Major Professor: Antoinette Jackson, Ph.D
Kevin Yelvington, Ph.D
Thomas Pluckhahn, Ph.D
Date of Approval:
March 3, 2021

Keywords: Heritage, tourism, NPS, de Soto Trail
Copyright © 2021, Timothy R. Lomberk II

Acknowledgments
Many individuals have supported me throughout my thesis journey. I have been humbled
by the love and support I have received over the years and would like to extend my gratitude.
First and foremost, to De Soto National Memorial and Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki Museum for allowing me
to research your sites and utilize materials found there. I hope this thesis is beneficial to both
locations.
I am indebted to my thesis advisor and committee members without whose guidance this
research would not have come to fruition. I especially want to thank my thesis advisor and
mentor, Dr. Antoinette Jackson for her support, knowledge, and patience. It is impossible to
recount all of the ways Dr. Jackson has assisted me throughout my academic journey thus far.
Her door was always open when I had questions or needed assistance. She taught me how to be a
leader and teacher. She challenged me to get outside my comfort zone and dig deep into topics
that may make others uncomfortable. When I wavered about my abilities she never seemed to
lose faith in me. To Dr. Kevin Yelvington, thank you for always being there. You introduced so
many things to me and it was during your class that I began to gain confidence in the first
semester. Anytime I was in a rut or needed advice you were there and always had plenty of
resources to guide me the correct way. I would also like to thank Dr. Thomas Pluckhahn, for his
expertise with Florida archaeology and indigenous groups. Your patience, guidance, and
critiques were invaluable to my writing process.
I would also like to thank all of the other Anthropology Faculty and friends that I made
throughout this process. Each of you has affected me in different ways and I have become a

better anthropologist because of you. To Lisa Armstrong, whom I have talked to almost every
single day for the past four years at any given point of the day, I could always count on you to
have a good debate about a topic, I never walked away from a single one without learning
something from an alternative perspective. You always talked me down when I was frustrated
and truly are an amazing friend. I would also like to personally thank Bree Casper, like Lisa you
were always just a phone call or text away. You listened to me complain and always offered
solid advice. We even ran a half marathon for some reason. While I wish I could name everyone,
I truly want to thank each person in the graduate department. They say it takes a village to raise a
child and when I had my daughter all of you helped me so much. Everything from watching her
while I was in class to just letting her be there and not complaining. I could not have graduated
without all of your support!
Finally, to my family, my parents, and brothers who always supported me and pushed me
to become the best I could at whatever I was doing. You read this thesis without any real
understanding of what I am talking about just because I wrote it. To my beautiful wife Mary,
who has always stood by my side, who always listens when I discuss my work and allowed me
to discuss my ideas without complaint, I know you will always be proud of me. You made it
possible for me to continue my education and pushed me forward. Of course, to my beautiful
daughter Lorelai, you were there throughout this entire process. Anytime I had a bad day I was
immediately happy when I got to see you again. I hope you are proud of daddy when you get
older.

Table of Contents
List of Figures ................................................................................................................................ iii
Abstract .......................................................................................................................................... iv
Chapter One: Introduction ...............................................................................................................1
Overview of Research ..........................................................................................................1
Research Site Overview .......................................................................................................4
Research Questions ..............................................................................................................7
Thesis Organization .............................................................................................................9
Chapter Two: Literature Review ...................................................................................................11
Introduction ........................................................................................................................11
Authorized Heritage Discourse ..........................................................................................12
History................................................................................................................................14
Historical Context: A Brief Review of Anthropology’s Impact on
Indigenous History and Representation ...........................................................15
Heritage ..............................................................................................................................17
Critical Race Theory and Tribal Critical Theory ...............................................................18
Public Memory...................................................................................................................19
Representation....................................................................................................................21
Conclusion .........................................................................................................................23
Chapter Three: Research Methods .................................................................................................24
Introduction ........................................................................................................................24
Participant Observation ......................................................................................................26
Ethnographic Interviewing.................................................................................................27
Archival Data Analysis ......................................................................................................29
Data Analysis .....................................................................................................................31
Limitations .........................................................................................................................32
Positionality .......................................................................................................................33
Conclusion .........................................................................................................................35
Chapter Four: Heritage in Action ..................................................................................................36
Introduction ........................................................................................................................36
De Soto National Memorial Park (DESO).........................................................................37
History....................................................................................................................37
Scenery...................................................................................................................40
Narrative Displays and Interpretation ....................................................................42
Impressions ............................................................................................................48

i

Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki: A Place to Learn, A Place to Remember.................................................49
History....................................................................................................................49
Scenery...................................................................................................................51
Narrative Displays and Interpretation ....................................................................52
Impressions ............................................................................................................56
Conclusions ........................................................................................................................57
Chapter Five: Analysis and Results ...............................................................................................59
Introduction ........................................................................................................................59
Authorized Heritage ...........................................................................................................60
Race, Representation, and Identity ....................................................................................62
Silences ..............................................................................................................................67
Limitations .........................................................................................................................72
Broader Impact...................................................................................................................73
Recommendations and Future Research ............................................................................75
References ......................................................................................................................................78
Appendices.....................................................................................................................................82
Appendix A: IRB Exempt Certificate ................................................................................83

ii

List of Figures
Figure 1 Map of Proposed De Soto National Monument ..............................................................38
Figure 2 Map of De Soto National Memorial ................................................................................42
Figure 3 Signage in the Welcome Center ......................................................................................44
Figure 4 Tabby House Signage ......................................................................................................46
Figure 5 Indigenous Cutouts at DESO...........................................................................................47
Figure 6 Holy Eucharist Monument Inscription ............................................................................48
Figure 7 Memorial Cross Sign .......................................................................................................48
Figure 8 Two Seminoles Hunting ..................................................................................................53
Figure 9 Three Generations of Women Cooking ...........................................................................54
Figure 10 The Green Corn Festival ...............................................................................................55
Figure 11 Chickee at Seminole Village .........................................................................................56
Figure 12 Display about de Soto’s Royal Mandate .......................................................................64
Figure 13 Shell Midden Signage....................................................................................................71

iii

Abstract
National parks have a history of complex relations with Native communities beginning with the
advent of the National Park Service to representation of Native histories in the present. I will
focus on two specific cases located within Florida, utilizing the lens of authorized heritage to
show challenges of representation; and the range of ways that representation has been addressed
and are currently being addressed with respect to Native communities in Florida. I utilize
ethnohistorical and ethnographic methods to explore issues of representation in public
spaces; such as museums and national parks. I am interested in critical representations of Native
American communities in the present at public heritage sites.
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Chapter One: Introduction
Overview of Research
There are numerous challenges associated with representations of Native Americans at
public sites of history and heritage, particularly at National Park sites. Scholars such as Keller
and Turek, in their work American Indians and National Parks (1998), have characterized the
tenuous situation between National Parks and Indigenous groups and identified issues have
ranged from the national parks taking lands held by Indigenous peoples, stripping them of their
rights to hunt and fish, and the way various groups have been represented in narratives and
reenactments. I will focus on two specific cases to highlight the challenges of representing
Native communities in Florida at public sites of history and heritage.
This project was conducted as part of an invitation from the Seminole Tribe of Florida
who want to make the Tribal Historic Preservation Office’s (THPO) narrative heard in broader
ways. There are three federally recognized Seminole tribes: the Seminole Tribe of Florida, the
Seminole Nation of Oklahoma, and the Miccosukee Tribe of Indians of Florida. Each entity has
its version of history and heritage. It is anticipated that this research will benefit the Seminole
Tribe of Florida as they are currently trying to expand ways to educate the general public on their
history and heritage. While Seminole history is more widely known throughout the United
States, specifically in context to Andrew Jackson and the three Seminole wars, Seminole history
outside of the removal era seems to be nonexistent to the general public.
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As Linda Tuhiwai Smith comments, concerning academic writing, “Much of what I have
read has said that we do not exist, that if we do exist it is in terms which I cannot recognize, that
we are no good and that what we think is not valid” (Smith 2013, 36). To paraphrase Bordewich
from Killing the White Man’s Indian, exploring issues of representation is important due to many
American’s preconceived ideas that Native Americans only wear feather headdress’ or a feather
sticking out of a headband, war paint on their faces, and a peace pipe (Bordewich 1996). These
images and tropes have the effect of reducing Native Americans to savages on the warpath or as
people from the past that no longer exist. This imagery masks complexities, as pointed out by
Natasha Vizcarra, an award-winning journalist who wrote, Taking the Native American
Narrative Beyond Reservations (2019). She notes that many people could be sitting directly next
to a Native American in a coffee shop and have no idea they were Indigenous (News 2019). The
Battle of Little Bighorn occurred in 1876 in which the Lakota defeated General Custer. Since
then Custer’s Last Stand has come to symbolize this epic battle between civilization and
savagery or as Bordewich writes, “a battle between civilization and barbarism” (Bordewich
1996, 28). For over a century American’s celebrated Custer’s Last Stand while viewing Native
American’s as barbarous and standing in the way of progress. Thinking and practices aimed at
civilizing Native peoples can also be seen in discussions such as in, Boarding School Seasons:
American Indian Families 1900-1940 (Child 1998). Child highlights the way American Indian
children were treated throughout the mid 20th century. American Indian culture was viewed as
less than “American” culture and these schools were designed to force the Indigenous children to
lose their own culture and assimilate to “White American” culture. The boarding schools resulted
in a “lost generation of Indians, let down by their government education” (Child 1998). The
students had lost their sense of Indian identity but found it nearly impossible to use their

2

education due to racism; thus, reaffirming the status of the American Indians as the “other” since
they were unfamiliar with their own communities and unemployed outside of them.
Many instances showcase tensions of Indigenous representation nationally, the first one
that caught my attention surrounded the mascot of the Washington Redskins beginning in the
1990s. The Redskins name is considered by many to be a racial slur against Indigenous people
and the mascot itself is in the image of stereotypical white construction of a Native American.
Throughout the last forty years, a debate has been waged on whether the Washington Redskins
should change their name due to many considering the moniker racist. In the year 2020, National
corporations began to distance themselves from the Washington Football team due to the use of a
racist moniker. Washington was forced through these actions to review their team name in order
to sell merchandise. Eventually the team relented and are now called the Washington Football
Team. A recent publication by Fryberg et al. Unpacking the Mascot Debate: Native American
Identification Predicts Opposition to Native Mascots (2020) claims that roughly fifty percent of
Native Americans oppose the Washington Redskin’s name compared to a 2016 Washington Post
poll which suggested only nine percent of people found the name offensive. Fryberg et al suggest
that “highly identified Native Americans show greater opposition to both the Redskins name and
Native mascots when compared to less identified Natives” (Fryberg et al. 2020, 7). In 2020
following the Kansas City Chiefs Superbowl victory these tensions became renewed as the
Chiefs fans did a warrior chant and tomahawk chop on national television. Many Native groups
became incensed by the cultural appropriation, lack of awareness, and insensitivity shown by the
fans.
At best, these scenes highlight how disconnected many people in America are from
Indigenous issues. At worst these scenes show a complete disregard for Indigenous peoples.
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Fluehr-Lobban (2006), notes that while these monikers such as feather headdresses or the term
Redskins are not accurate depictions of Native Americans the teams and fans are still resistant to
changing their names (Fluehr Lobban 2006, 21) Recently, there has been progress regarding
mascots depicting Native Americans. For example, in May 2019, the State of Maine announced
that they were banning the use of mascots portraying Native Americans in all public schools and
universities (Hauser 2019). Within Florida a similar thing has happened, Hillsborough County
has eliminated mascots representing Native Americans for six of its schools but did leave two
mascots depicting Native American’s alone (Sokol 2019). In both of these instances, the
governments of the areas decided that the racism and insensitivity toward Native communities
must end as the mascots portraying Indigenous people do not respect every culture or the people
in the diverse communities these districts reside within. The issues surrounding mascots
portraying indigenous people shows the lack of understanding and compassion on a nationwide
level. This is due to a lack of awareness about indigenous peoples and the issues they face daily.
National Park sites and museums are prime locations for people to become better educated about
indigenous issues yet many only represent indigenous people through the frame of colonialism
which fits a broader national narrative.
This research project includes an applied component that provides different
interpretations and tools that can be used to help educate and inform teachers and students about
the history and heritage of the Seminole Tribe of Florida providing different avenues of learning
information presented by different agencies of heritage.
Research Site Overview
This research seeks to address issues of representation of Native communities at two sites
in Florida: De Soto National Memorial Park (DESO) in Bradenton, Florida, and Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki
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museum located in Clewiston, Florida on Big Cypress Reservation. The purpose of choosing
these locations, despite both of these sites having very different purposes, is to examine the
narratives and representation put forth by a national park and a tribe to examine ways in which
they differ from one another and how authorized heritage has impacted them.
De Soto National Memorial Park is a memorial to the excursion of De Soto that occurred
in 1539. Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki museum is built around the Seminole Tribe of Florida’s history. The
purpose of comparing the two sites is that both display Indigenous history narratives albeit from
two different time periods and perspectives. This work closely analyzes the narratives on display
at each location to see how DESO and Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki create narratives and how the theory of
authorized heritage affects which narratives are told.
Starting with the DESO site, one gets the sense that the Spanish destroyed all Native
American life and those that were left died off. DESO was established in 1948 to commemorate
Hernando de Soto’s 1539 expedition in North America and its impact on Indigenous culture
(Acevedo et al. 2015). Besides finding material resources, De Soto’s specific purpose was to
conquer the area, form a settlement, and ensure that settlers could follow (Milanich 1995). De
Soto National Memorial Park is a 26-acre Park in Bradenton, Florida just outside of Sarasota. In
terms of visitors, DESO alone had over 230,000 in 2017 (Service 2018). While the park seeks to
interpret the legacy of the interaction between the Spanish and Indigenous communities, along
with the history of the location, preliminary observations of DESO show that Indigenous history
is not stressed at the site, even though Indigenous populations originally utilized this location and
De Soto never made landfall in Bradenton. In this project, I will research how Native American
representation and identity are constructed. DESO will be used as an example of a broader
narrative by the national government and an example of what type of heritage is authorized.
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In contrast to DESO, Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki presents a version of history that highlights the
Seminole Tribe’s integral and continuously evolving role in Florida’s history. Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki
located on Big Cypress Reservation an hour east of Naples, Florida, opened in 1997 to
commemorate the Seminole Tribe of Florida’s 40th anniversary of receiving federal recognition.
The museum was designed to properly document and store documents about Seminole history
and share that information with those who wish to learn it (Office 2019). Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki’s
visitor numbers for 2018 were just shy of 16,000 people (Staff 2018). The exhibits tell the
narrative of the Seminole Tribe and is evidence that the Seminole Tribe of Florida is alive and
well. This distinction is important as the Seminole Tribe of Florida claims that their ancestors
were Florida’s original inhabitants. Big Cypress Reservation where the museum is located in
sixty-seven square miles. The museum has an elevated boardwalk that spans slightly over a
“mile through a sixty-six-acre cypress dome” (Office 2019) I will research ways in which AhTah-Thi-Ki museum display’s showcase living communities and ways in which The Seminole
Tribe of Florida represent one version of their own history. Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki Museum will show
how the Seminole Tribe of Florida’s THPO office wants to represent their history and heritage.
I have visited Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki multiple times and have been in contact with members of
the Seminole Tribal Historic Preservation Office and built relationships with them. The Seminole
THPO is staffed by tribal members and those who are not tribal members. The THPO leadership
formerly headed by Dr. Paul Backhouse has six other members. THPO’s mission is to “To foster
the understanding and appreciation of the Tribe’s place in humanity's shared heritage
by investigating, interpreting, preserving and managing the Tribe's cultural resources through
community engagement” (Office 2019).
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In 1911, President Taft signed an order to give the Seminole land for the Big Cypress
reservation. This museum site was opened in 1997 and is owned and operated by the Seminole
Tribe of Florida. Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki means a place to learn, a place to remember. Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki
Museum highlights the Seminole Tribe of Florida’s history and heritage throughout the 19th
century and part of the 20th century. The museum contains artifacts and stories from the
Seminole people. It was designed by the Seminole for everyone but in visiting, one, senses their
goal audience is the Seminole people themselves to preserve and share their heritage for future
generations.
Research Questions
This research project investigated how Indigenous peoples were represented at two
different locations, one a national park and the other a tribal museum. The key concepts studied
in this research were representation and how narratives are used to convey identity through an
authorized heritage framework. Dearborn and Stallmeyer explored the consequences of erasure
in Inconvenient Heritage: Erasure & Global Tourism in Luang Prabang (2012). They note that
“it seems to be important to understand the process of erasure, the motivation for erasure in any
particular case, and who decided what aspects of heritage will be erased” (Dearborn and
Stallmeyer 2012, 28). Luang Prabang, a UNESCO World Heritage Site, has an altered trajectory
that embodies but one representation of the city’s physical heritage. That heritage relies on the
amendment of specific cultural and physical pasts (Dearborn and Stallmeyer 2012, 27-28).
Dearborn and Stallmeyer’s work led me to question how Shaw’s point’s trajectory was altered by
its designation as a National Memorial.
Erve Chambers suggests that tourism is not merely about economic gain but also the uses
of power and the ways people choose to represent themselves (Chambers 2010). To make a place
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a tourist destination the location must have a defining character that delineates them from
competing destinations. How does De Soto National Memorial Park set itself apart from other
National Parks and what role did the local community and the government have in
accomplishing this goal? To that end, how does the Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki Museum set itself apart from
others?
I wanted to learn how authorized heritage affects Indigenous representation at each
location and the potential effects of the differing representations. Authorized heritage is how
officials determine if a heritage site should be saved for future generations based on the artifacts
and documents tied to certain sites, typically it is a western concept relying on written
documents. The purpose of authorized heritage is to “forge a sense of common identity based
upon the past” (Smith 2006, 29). This question is multifaceted as heritage and historical work
have taken place over time and in different locations. Heritage sites tend to highlight specific
people in various moments throughout time. To uncover this question, the main question was
broken into two parts:
•

What is authorized heritage and how is it put into practice at De Soto National Memorial
Park and Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki museum?

•

In what ways are Indigenous populations represented at different sites by national park
officials, academic researchers, and archivists? How do these representations align with
the ways that Indigenous groups, such as the Seminole Indians of Florida, formulate their
own narratives?
Prior to beginning data collection, I hypothesized that racism was the source for the

differing representations, silences, and lack of Indigenous knowledge stemming from De Soto
National Memorial Park. Upon visiting Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki, I was left questioning my initial
hypothesis and looking for different reasons. This is when I became interested in the theory of
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authorized heritage and how it affects what is shown and why. In addition to authorized heritage,
race also played a role in this research. Race was examined through the broad lens of critical race
theory, and more narrowly through Tribal Critical Race theory.
Thesis Organization
My thesis is organized into five different chapters. Chapter One introduces some of the
issues relating to representation of Indigenous groups and the National Park Service. It offers a
brief synopsis of the two locations I researched and why I chose to perform my research at these
locations.
Chapter Two examines the relevant literature surrounding authorized heritage. It is
broken into five subsections, part one describes the theoretical framework of Authorized
Heritage and how it is used to navigate the central research questions of the thesis. Parts two and
three explore the debate surrounding history and heritage, their similarities and differences, and
why it’s important to distinguish the two. Part four’s focus is race and critical race theory. This is
used to highlight how different populations have been treated through time and to help
understand some of the limitations of this research and provide some context for some of the
findings. Part five is spent dissecting public memory, how and why it’s used along with its
repercussions.
Chapter Three describes the data collection methods utilized in this research. This
research uses ethnographic research methods that focus on qualitative data. I use a critical lens to
examine how the two sites choose to represent Indigenous communities. The methods described
in this chapter include participant observation, ethnographic interviews, and archival research. I
also include a discussion on how I use controlled comparison to compare Indigenous
representation and narratives at the site locations.
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Chapter Four describes in detail the two research site locations. It is divided into two
parts, DESO and Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki Museum. Within each section, I detail the origins of the
location, what narratives they display, and how they create the narratives. I point out some of the
themes found throughout the research and make light of them within their respected subsection.
Some of these themes include the use of tropes, colonialization, decolonization, death, and life.
Chapter Five offers a discussion on the analysis of the themes that emerged at each
location. This chapter concentrates on the problems that are caused and intensified when
representation is one-sided and silences the voices and memory of the “other”. This chapter also
includes strategies and recommendations for how to balance the narratives at these locations, as
well as future research recommendations. As a summary of this research project, the chapter
discusses how this project contributes to the scholarship in applied anthropology and heritage
literature.

10

Chapter Two: Literature Review

Introduction
Scholarship on heritage and issues of representation inform this project. Conversations
surrounding heritage research seek to expand public knowledge of underrepresented groups
through the lenses of history, heritage, memory, race, and place. Foundational research in
heritage studies focus on how groups are being represented as well as the people or entities
creating the representations; in short “heritage is a process of engagement, an act of
communication and an act of making meaning in and for the present” (Smith 2006, 1). In her
book Speaking for the Enslaved, which deals with expanding public understanding of
underrepresented communities at public sites of history and heritage, Jackson asks, “What tools,
questions, and methods can be used to research and profile people and communities whose
stories have gone untold or have been relegated to the margins of the mainstream public
discourse of American History” (2012, 17). My work aimed to address questions asked by
Antoinette Jackson in her book with a focus on how Indigenous peoples are represented in two
Florida sites; one National Memorial and one local Indigenous museum. Through this
examination of two very different places with separate goals; I am able to see how research and
representations can be expanded to include the narratives that have been silenced at each site of
heritage to address the gaps found. Anthropological research is important to consider as it is a
holistic perspective that includes the knowledge of those who have been silenced.
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Anthropological research is essential to address gaps in the narrative and create a more
thorough understanding of the issues; which in this case is heritage.
Applied anthropology in contrast to general anthropology seeks to make a positive
change through its studies. Applied anthropology is a “body of knowledge about human societies
and can be used in a common-sense way to solve social problems” (Evans-Pritchard 1946, 92).
Applied anthropological research emerged within the discipline of anthropology as a way to
incorporate anthropological perspectives, theories, and methods to develop solutions to societal
issues. In this research that societal issue is a lack of awareness within Florida of its Indigenous
peoples. As an applied anthropologist I found it critical to have a comprehensive understanding
of Indigenous issues of representation both nationally and locally. As such, I have relied on
background research and methods from multiple disciplines to develop and examine my research
questions. Researchers across various disciplines have examined how representation or lack
thereof, impact the historical sociopolitical structures of local communities. However, the
scholarship has yet to address the Seminole Tribe’s relationship with the National Park Service
and the surrounding communities regarding their history and identity. To dissect this
relationship, it is critical to explore background concepts in heritage, history, representation,
identity, race, and memory through the lens of authorized heritage.
Authorized Heritage Discourse
Authorized Heritage Discourse is key to my examination of representation at the sites
within Florida, determining who developed and why they developed certain narratives explains a
great deal. Authorized heritage discourse is the dominant Western discourse about heritage that
naturalizes various assumptions of nature and meaning of heritage. Smith argues that the
authorized discourse is a professional discourse that privileges expert values of the West and is
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so ingrained that they eliminate or silence the heritage of the other that does not fit neatly into the
Western mold (Smith 2006). Authorized Heritage discourse relies on “expert” opinions of
scholars and professionals that are trained within the Western education system. It values the
Western perspective especially written documentation and one’s background within society.
Authorized heritage discourse devalues oral histories and native experience.
In Speaking for the Enslaved (2012), Jackson summarizes Chambers’ public vs private
heritage remarks and specifies that private heritage is both tangible and intangible while being
passed down through generations to individuals. The information passed down is expressed
through everyday life and is not necessarily sanctioned by an official authority such as the State
or apparatus of the State like the National Park Service (2012, 23). Jackson employed oral
history and ethnographic interview data obtained from the descendants of the enslaved to show
the contradictory nature of people’s personal heritage and the dominant narratives of the
enslaved portrayed at post-antebellum sites (Jackson 2012, 25). Jackson (2011), examined
plantations as public heritage sites and how the interpretation of these locations pervade the
national memory of the sites along with the institution of slavery and its descendants. The
interpretations which implied a shameful history left out the agency of the individuals that lived
at the location and their own interpretations. Jackson shows that the lived experience will be
much different than how outsiders perceive that experience to be. In bringing to life the heritage
and narratives of those who have been marginalized, Jackson, also brings to the surface the
systemic processes of unchecked power, forms of segregation, issues of memorialization, and
social justice (Jackson 2016, 163). Her examination at the plantation sites influences my desire to
examine two different sites, how they are interpreted, and what, if any, ways can I contribute to
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bringing the unsanctioned heritage to the sites and attempt to fill some of the gaps in knowledge
at each.
History
Throughout my work history and heritage will be important to consider. History is
generally in a written format that people can research, and many believe to be fact. Heritage on
the other hand can be passed down through the family or tribal members and can include oral
histories, items, and places that people attach meaning to. Concerning this research, the National
Park Service bases the narratives they create at De Soto National Memorial Park on The De Soto
Chronicles which were written by men on De Soto’s expedition. The Seminole Tribe however
relies on oral tradition to pass information down. Per Jackson, heritage is “anything a
community, a nation, a stakeholder, or a family wants to save, make active, and continue in the
present” (Jackson 2012, 23). Jackson’s definition of heritage implies that different groups may
have different definitions of what constitutes heritage. By examining the heritage of differing
groups, we can see how the definitions vary, which became dominant, and the consequences of
certain heritages becoming the dominant discourse. In discussing ways in which history is
constructed, Trouillot (1995) notes four instances in which silences are formed:
1) The moment of fact creation, 2) the moment of fact assembly, 3) the moment
of fact retrieval, 4) the moment of retrospective significance (Trouillot 1995,
26).
Each of these instances can change historical narratives based upon the person who is
creating, interpreting, organizing, or displaying the information. In terms of my work, by
exposing power in the production of history in the moments outlined by Trouillot, I hope to
expose how power is used to maintain social constructions of race through representation and the
construction of identity in the Seminole Tribe by examining the four instances where silences are
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potentially formed. In following Trouillot’s example I examined who and how the “facts” were
created. When each site created their narratives, which ones did they decide to use, and why.
Lastly, did a site purposefully leave out information that is available to serve their interests?
Historical Context: A Brief Review of Anthropology’s Impact on Indigenous History
and Representation
Anthropology has an important role in the discussion of American Indians.
Anthropologists such as Daniel Brinton and John Wesley Powell employed Social Darwinism to
show how other races were inferior to the Whites. Ideas of Social Darwinism and racial
inferiority led to representations of Native Americans as the “other,” or people who were not
capable of advancement (Baker 1998). Per Baker (1998), anthropology has been used to justify
the mistreatment of the Native Americans by the federal government. Anthropology was used to
promote the idea of racial inferiority and force assimilation at the turn of the 20th century (Baker
1998). Franz Boas and his students set out across North America in the late 19th and early 20th
century to document and preserve American Indian languages and culture. Unfortunately, this
can be seen as a form of salvage ethnography with the assumption that the American Indians
would not survive. While Boas’s intention may have been good, the result created frustration
between white ethnographers and the American Indians who viewed Boas’ work as a trespass
without gaining anything from it. 1978 federal government regulations specify that to be a
federally recognized tribe the American Indians must meet certain requirements. One of which is
identified as a “substantially continuous basis as ‘American Indian’ or ‘aboriginal’” (Sider 1993,
19). Since federal recognition of tribal communities allows groups to access the many rights
afforded to them by the federal government; healthcare, education, land allotment, and
sometimes a monetary funds, to name a few, anthropologists have a duty to document tribes
since the documentation can be used in court as proof of longevity (Sider 1993).
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In the case of the Seminole Tribe of Florida, they wish for their voice to be heard as an
equal in matters of policy and representation. One way to do this is to inform others about the
tribe and to fight against the stereotypes that have been constructed and that make Seminole
history invisible, such as they were savages, and that they were not part of Florida’s original
inhabitants. Anthropology can assist them by performing research alongside the tribe and
learning from the tribe. The Seminole Tribe of Florida has its research teams which prioritize
research that will help the tribe meet their goals. As with the National Park Service, there is only
so much money and researchers to perform a lot of work. The National Park Service has its own
agenda so research done for each location will be what those in charge deem necessary to reach
their goals. Anthropologists can assist the tribe by learning about issues of representation from
the perspective of Native communities by using two distinct sites and ways of telling/sharing
history to create an applied educational tool based on the findings to counter some of the
misrepresentation aimed at school children and the general public, that anthropology has
contributed to in the past.
The United States government has made multiple treaties with American Indians. These
treaties designated certain landholdings, monetary allotments, and how both parties should act in
accordance with the other. Over time the United States has reneged on many of the treaties,
retaking land and withholding services forced upon the Native Americans, and forced new
treaties on American Indian groups. The Indian Removal Act (Congress 1830), forced American
Indians located in United States territory to give up their lands and move west of the Mississippi
River. This act signed into law by Andrew Jackson created even more tension between the U.S.
government and American Indians. Many Indigenous groups resisted, and wars ensued. The
Seminole fiercely resisted the removal policy resulting in the longest, costliest war fought against
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Native Americans (Shi and Tindall 2016). The Third Seminole War was a direct consequence of
the Indian Removal Act and the federal government’s insistence on creating and ignoring treaties
with American Indians (Frank 2014). This history is depicted in varying ways at public sites of
history including the two sites I am researching.
Heritage
Heritage can be defined in many ways. Per Lowenthal (1996), heritage is a legacy passed
down across space and time from generation to generation. As previously mentioned, Jackson
defines heritage as “anything a community, a nation, a stakeholder, or a family wants to save,
make active, and continue in the present” (Jackson 2012, 23). Chambers (2006, 2-3) asserts that
heritage is both “preservation and a celebration of diversity,” in the public sphere. In private
heritage, the focus is on how the past is linked to the present by communities and how they
identify and define their heritage. Rodney Harrison (2013) asserts that heritage is “a set of
attitudes to, and relationships with the past” not just a physical thing. He also suggests that
heritage is not just about the past but is more about our relationship with the present. This second
point about heritage is significant in today’s setting. The articulation and construction of history
are changing, it is no longer about the powerful white men of significance, academics now want
to tell the history of the common man/woman and the ignored or forgotten peoples. Each of the
authors above has contributed to my understanding of heritage. Each definition expands the
scope of what heritage is and means to various people. My definition of heritage is that heritage
something that anchors a group or entity to their past, whether it be a physical object, place, or an
idea. The idea or object serves to remind people of better times, and in times of distress gives
them hope for the future. Heritage allows people to make sense of the present through their past.
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Critical Race Theory and Tribal Critical Theory
Since authorized heritage is dominated by Western thought and motives one must also
consider the construction of race within the heritage discourse. While race is viewed in
anthropology as a social construct, not of biological nature, its implications in society are
profound. Americans are conditioned to identify race by skin tone and hair texture while
assigning preconceived ideas about a person based upon their race (Fluehr Lobban 2006). Many
people lack a comprehensive conception of race as a social construction resulting in a
misconception that there are no consequences of racial differences. Many Americans pretend to
be in a post-racial society yet the structures in American society work to systematically oppress
those who are not white.
Critical Race Theory (CRT) is scholarship that critiques and acts to change structures that
oppress people based on their skin color. It is about critique, resistance, struggle, and
emancipation. CRT professes that racism is so severely entrenched into society’s consciousness
that it has become imperceptible (Brayboy 2005; Smith 2013). While CRT is highly useful some
cultures, such as indigenous culture, do not believe CRT goes far enough. As such, Tribal
Critical Theory (TribalCrit) emerged from CRT but “emphasizes that colonization is endemic to
society” (Brayboy 2005, 429). CRT tends to focus on the black and white binary that runs
rampant in the United States. TribalCrit points out that U.S policies are rooted in imperialism
and that the liminality of Indigenous peoples creates their political and racial identity. The
government is/has been attempting to wipe out Indigenous culture for centuries first in wars and
through assimilation techniques (Brayboy 2005; Child 1998). Child showed through her analysis
of Indian boarding schools how the United States government tried to eradicate their culture
through assimilation and death. Assimilation was forced upon Indigenous families, and
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sometimes especially during tough economic times, the Indigenous family applied agency in an
attempt to use the boarding schools to their benefit such as having fewer mouths to feed and
enabling their children to learn a trade (Child 1998). If authorized heritage discourse is
dominated by western thought then TribalCrit is a must to understand how the beliefs, customs,
and traditions of Indigenous people create their lived reality.
Katherine Howlett Hayes states that “racial formation takes place in both representations
of difference and social structure. This dual formation is critical for the historical evolution and
institutionalization of race categories” (Hayes 2013, 7). Hayes goes on to suggest that the
combination of representation and social structures contribute to structural inequality. Over
periods of time, the social structures and representations are viewed as natural since the racial
associations become embedded in society and the social constructions are long forgotten.
Similarly, Jackson introduces artifacts of segregation which she defines as “things, ideas, people,
groups, institutions, social structures and norming practices intended to mark, signal, flag or
enforce the singling out of one group of people from another group based on or because of race”
(Jackson 2018, 2). In highlighting artifacts of segregation Jackson uncovers power relations and
structural inequalities that led to stereotyping based on race. Again, issues of race are at the
center of issues of representation. By exploring how the two are connected, I can pinpoint these
issues at each location of my study.
Public Memory
Public memory is centered around the choice’s groups make about what they wished to
be remembered. Many times, these choices are decided by ruling groups, with their interests in
mind, to create a common good that everyone will adapt but will benefit the ruling class. These
choices include what portion of an event or an era to celebrate, where the memorial will be
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placed, and what ideals will be incorporated into the memorial. Therefore, public memory
inherently builds up a specific part of history while ignoring others. In the creation of memorials
and public memory, LauraJane Smith suggests that “heritage, in this context, is almost inevitably
about the ‘good’ things, events and cultural expressions that lend credence to a sense of cultural
and communal pride” (Smith 2006, 58). Smith continues to acknowledge that there is also a
sense of forgetting that must be inherently tied to remembrance, thus the term memory “creates
tension between traditional and authorized accounts of heritage” (Smith 2006, 58). Roger Aden
discussed three of the issues with public memory in the context of the Vietnam Memorial. The
first issue was that the memorial includes names of the soldiers fallen in Vietnam. This leads to
other parts of the war to be forgotten such as those who survived the war, heroic actions of U.S
forces, and the countless civilians killed during the war. The second issue is the choice of black
granite for the wall. This choice induces a solemn remembrance of those who died and not a
celebration of the war or those who survived it. The third issue presented by Aden is the location
of the memorial on the mall not in Arlington cemetery. To Aden, this suggests the memorial is
not just to remember those who had fallen but that the war itself is part of America’s national
Fabric (Aden 2017, 1355). The way this memorial was constructed is very different from other
memorials that celebrate America’s past. The Vietnam Memorial is solemn remembering the
soldiers lost in the battles. Those who survived it are not honored in the same way as those who
lost their lives. My grandfather fought in the Vietnam War and he refused to speak of it as I grew
up. He returned to a country that was mad about the war even taking place, one that did not
honor its returning soldiers, a country that cast them aside. His own identity was shaped by his
experiences in the war and I’m sure it was also shaped by how the United States chose to shape
the memory of the war.
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Scott Stroud and Jonathan Henson examine the ethics of public memory in their article
Memory, Reconstruction, and Ethics in Memorialization (2019). Stroud and Henson, like Aden,
view memorials as “serving a cultural method of remembering those individuals and events we
think are worthy of recollection” (Stroud and Henson 2019, 282). Stroud and Henson provide
deeper analysis and dissect the process of memorialization further. They view the “we” in the act
of remembering as problematic. Remembrance is based on choices and values. Memories are
kept to inform future generations but they are not “simply preserved-they are re-presented
through contingent and purposeful lenses (Stroud and Henson 2019, 283). Public memory then is
not necessarily what happened but what those who are doing the remembering want to be
remembered and the way they force the public to engage with the memory.
Representation
“Traditionally, the problem with representations has been their accuracy, the degree of fit
between reality and its reproduction in the mind” (Fabian 1990, 754). Johannes Fabian suggests
that representations or the pursuit of representations are privileged in that they establish
knowledge without definitively expressing the truth. The truth is relative to one’s own position,
whether a person was at an event if they were on a different side, and whether they could indeed
remember every detail. Good representations tell a story that works (Fabian 1990). This implies
that while representations may not be one hundred percent accurate, they are accurate enough
and fit into the image of what the majority of people already have in their minds. Inevitably,
representations will come under fire as new information in learned, attitudes change, and those
that are misrepresented or underrepresented attempt to modify their place in the representations.
Linda Tuhiwai Smith contends that many colonized refer to the West as “a cohesive
system of people, practices, values, and languages, the cultural archive of the West represents
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multiple traditions of knowledge” (Smith 2013, 46). Theories about what the West represents are
important because systems of classification and representation allow different traditions to be
retrieved, manipulated, and play out in systems of power and domination with very real
consequences to colonized people (Smith 2013). Some consequences that may play out are
racially insensitive, others could lead to people being forgotten or not qualifying for federal aid
due to not being documented by academics.
“The story that settler-colonial nation-states tend to tell about themselves is that they are
new; they are beneficent; they have successfully ‘settled’ all issues prior to their beginning”
(Simpson 2014, 177). Simpson suggests that nation-states tend to create their own version of
events that cast themselves in a glowing light. If by chance the nation-state recognizes its
complicated beginnings it has a way to push those actions onto others. The United States
celebrates the age of exploration due to its implications in the eventual founding of America.
There is no doubt that Columbus had a lasting impact on the world. Columbus Day is one such
celebration that has come under attack over the last few decades. While white Americans
celebrate, many minorities lament the holiday due to the colonization of the Americas, the
Atlantic Slave Trade, the introduction of infectious disease, and the genocide of indigenous
peoples who lived in the America’s when Columbus first arrived.
At the local and national levels, explorers are celebrated and represented in a glowing
light. Many of the explorers committed atrocious acts toward the peoples they encountered in the
newly discovered Americas, yet they are looked upon, by many, as heroes while indigenous
groups are viewed as being backward and savage. These images have persisted over the last five
centuries leading to acts of forced assimilation and second-hand status in North America.
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Conclusion
One can see that the legacies of colonialism and race are at the core of history and
heritage issues in the United States. This is especially true when it comes to the identity and
representation of both Indigenous people and those whose ancestors were previously enslaved.
My research attempts to dissect how these issues are at play within two public sites of heritage
and history within Florida. Through this examination, I hope to show how sites are misleading
the general public in presenting an incomplete version of history. Throughout the process, I hope
to provide another vessel for the Indigenous voice to be heard and presented in an attempt to
create change about the way Indigenous history and heritage is taught within Florida.
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Chapter Three: Research Methods
Introduction
The official data collection for this project began in August of 2019; however, my initial
interest in this project began in the spring of 2017. As an undergraduate student at the University
of North Carolina at Greensboro, I took an American history class that focused on the founding
of the United States through the reconstruction period of the Civil War. In the scope of this class,
we covered Indigenous peoples for two weeks, primarily in the context of the Trail of Tears. The
Trail of Tears was the result of Andrew Jackson’s Indian Removal Act of 1830. This act led to at
least 45,000 Indians being removed from their land in the Southeast Us to land west of the
Mississippi. Thousands died along the route or shortly after arriving (Nester 2013). This seemed
odd to me as Indigenous peoples in the United States were here first. As I looked back on my
education, I realized the Trail of Tears and a few other historical points such as Custer’s Last
Stand were my only window into Indigenous history. During Dr. Antoinette Jackson’s Heritage
Tourism class in the spring of 2017, the class visited De Soto National Memorial Park. While
visiting DESO, my lack of knowledge about Indigenous history came to mind again. As I walked
through the park, looked at the narratives, watched the weapons demonstration, and listened to
the park staff; I felt that the narrative put forth at this park was incomplete. Everything centered
around De Soto and his men and the Indigenous peoples he conquered seem to be merely a
footnote. The park’s presentation left me with the impression that Indigenous populations ceased
to exist once De Soto arrived. I knew the Seminole Tribe had a reservation not too far away from
DESO and I wanted to see how their museum told the story of the Seminole Tribe of Florida.
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Visiting both of these locations, along with taking Dr. Jackson’s course, helped me to
frame the methods I used for data collection. My aim in employing these data collection methods
is to view both sites through those that create and maintain them. The methods employed are
primarily qualitative, though some will produce quantitative data. In order to obtain the insider’s
perspective, I employ a critical ethnographic paradigm. A paradigm is useful in explaining how
the researcher views the world and consequently their research. I believe a critical approach is
paramount in performing research. A critical approach can be described as a particular way of
viewing the world and research that is critical of historical fact and the power relationships that
lead way to differential access to knowledge, political structures, economic, and social
conditions (LeCompte and Schensul 2010). Since this research is performing case studies, on
two locations, where representation may be a manifestation of differential access to power
ingrained in society due to colonialism; a critical approach will facilitate an examination that
ventures beyond what is shown and reveals the underlying causes.
The five methods employed in this research were participant observation, archival data
analysis, ethnographic interviewing techniques, and controlled comparison. Participant
observation was utilized in visiting both sites and viewing first-hand what the park and museum
showed their guests. The second method, archival data analysis was used at each location and
archives locally and nationally to determine what information was available. The third method,
ethnographic interviewing, was utilized at each site through semi-structured interviews to gain
information from the stakeholders. The final method, controlled comparison, is the type of
analysis used in seeing how a group is represented at different locations.
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Participant Observation
Participant observation was used as an exploratory method and was critical to this
research project as it allowed me to view the interpretive displays and narratives that each
location was attempting to tell. Initially, I was able to visit each site first as a guest or a tourist.
This allowed me to obtain what Spradley and Mann (1974) imply is required of good research
both “involvement and detachment” from the sites. During my initial visit, I, as a tourist with no
background at either location, was able to take in each location as the creators hoped one would.
Participant observation involves immersing yourself in a culture or place and letting your own
observations guide your data collection (Bernard 2018). One instrumental part of participant
observation and fieldwork is taking notes about what you have seen and heard. When writing
notes the researcher gets to decide what is important such as observations, thoughts, sensory
information (what one hears, sees, smells) and uses these notes to craft their own image of what
is happening in the world around them (LeCompte and Schensul 2010). I documented my
observations in a few different ways, in-depth field notes, quick notes, and photographs.
I visited each site approximately ten times and stayed approximately 4-5 hours each
visit. As a tourist to the sites, I considered myself a passive participant in that I had no active role
in how either location handled their day to day activities. My field notes at each location were indepth. I wrote down information about each site such as the narratives told, the layout of the site,
how many interpretive displays there were notes on videos, my experiences on different days,
how many staff members were working, when I saw visitors, and my perceived demographics of
the visitors. Quick notes were used when a random thought occurred to me. I would jot the
thought down on the side of my field notes as to not forget about it later. Throughout my visits to
each location, I took numerous pictures of the interpretive displays, the sites themselves, and of
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people experiencing each location. These photographs capture the layout of exhibits and the
exact wording of narratives at each location.
Overall, my role as an observer provided me access to view the sites as they were meant
to be experienced from a consumer’s perspective. In experiencing each location as it was
designed to be, I was able to compare how I felt during my visits to how each location hoped to
guide their guest’s experience. I was able to make a comparison between the intended outcome
of the location and my own experience.
Ethnographic Interviewing
Ethnographic interviewing is learning from people through interviewing them (Spradley
1979). There are multiple ways to interview people in both formal and informal ways. However,
interviewing generally requires the researcher to lead the questions and for the participant or
informant to answer to the best of their knowledge (Angrosino 2008, Bernard 2018, LeCompte
and Schensul 2010, Spradley 1979). There is a purpose to the interview and both parties are
generally aware of said purpose. In The Cocktail Waitress: Woman’s Work in a Man’s World
(Spradley, Mann, and Mann 1974), Spradley and Mann had many long debriefing sessions after
Mann’s shift at Brady’s Bar. After months of being a participant, Mann took the role of
informant and assisted Spradley in interviewing over half the restaurant's female waitstaff.
Mann’s role as an informant and researcher allowed her and Spradley to analyze the data
together and see trends that Spradley probably would have missed or been unaware of without
Mann. Jackson also used the ethnographic interview in her work, Speaking for the Enslaved
(2012). In utilizing ethnographic techniques Jackson was able to get a different perspective of
plantations from the descendants of the enslaved. This allowed her to gain a new insight in terms
of agency and knowledge for the enslaved and how they built meaning even in a trying situation.
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Jackson concluded that “the representation of plantations as dynamic and diasporic spaces is an
underrepresented perspective in the interpretive context of National Heritage in the United
States” (Jackson 2012, 135). The reason for the underrepresented perspective is that the
interpretation of plantation spaces is that knowledge about these spaces is articulated from that of
the plantation owner (Acevedo et al. 2015).
Through my visits to each site and my initial exploratory conversations with my contacts
at each site, I developed a set of 30 questions that would provide insight into my main research
questions:

•

What is authorized heritage and how is it put into practice at De Soto National Memorial
Park and Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki museum?

•

In what ways are Indigenous populations represented at different sites by national park
officials, academic researchers, and archivists? How do these representations align with
the ways that Indigenous groups, such as the Seminole Indians of Florida, formulate their
own narratives?

I had to submit these interview questions to the Seminole Tribe as part of an approval
process. The Seminole Research council decided that based on the scope of my research and that
I was not interviewing tribal members, I did not need to go through a full review and was
allowed to move forward with my research. Upon trying to set up interviews with museum staff
at Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki I was informed that interviews would not be taking place. The museum staff
was busy and decided I needed to go through a full review to obtain interviews despite my
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showing the response that contradicted that information. Luckily, many of the questions I had
could be found in previous interviews and research performed at the museum.
In total, I was able to perform three interviews. One of which was not allowed to be
recorded. I was able to ask individual questions, not an interview, to one of the members of the
Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki Museum staff which helped me process information I found through other
sources. The other two interviews were provided by a National Park Service employee. Two of
these interviews are used throughout this work, the other unrecorded interview was used to shape
my research and hone in on different documents that were utilized to perform this research.
Interviews are one of the limitations to this research as I had originally planned on doing
more. Regarding the second part of the second research question, the Seminole Tribe of Florida
has a quarterly newsletter that the tribe has been publishing since 1994. Today what started as a
newsletter is a magazine and documents the museum's vision and planning strategies. Through
the use of the newsletter, Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki News, I was able to find many of the answers to my
original questions that I had intended to ask during interviews.
Archival Data Analysis
Archival data analysis involves visiting libraries, museums, and archives looking for
documents about whatever you are studying. Archival data is generally performed by historians
and allows one to look at what was saved about a particular event at a certain time (Bernard
2018). There are flaws in utilizing archival data as Trouillot showed in Silencing the Past (1995).
Silences enter into the historical narrative through archives during steps two and three of
historical production. Step two is the moment of fact creation or the making of the archive and
step three is the moment of fact retrieval or the making of the narrative. Archives do not contain
the complete body of knowledge on everything, institutions make choices about which
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documents they consider important enough to preserve in their archives. Since different archives
house different materials, the researcher also makes decisions on which archives to visit. What
the researcher is attempting to find is pivotal to which archives are used and which documents
they include. In examining archives, one must be aware of who wrote the document, who
decided to keep the document, your role in retrieving the document, and the analysis performed
with the document. I utilized the archives to find stories about Indigenous populations for the
sites I examined. This entailed seeing who wrote the document, determining what if any biases
they may have had, and examining the language used. Brenda Child undertook archival data
analysis in her book Boarding School Seasons: American Indian Families, 1900-1940 (1998).
She looked at archives and found many letters from Native Americans to boarding schools and
their own families. Through an examination of these documents and her own family’s letters,
Child was able to piece together what boarding schools were like for those that were forced to
attend. I visited the congressional library in congress and the Florida State Archives along with
visiting Native American museums to determine how they tell their own history and represent
themselves.
I spent two separate weeks in Washington D.C. April 2nd-5th and July 9th-13th. During this
time, I went to the National Museum of the American Indian, the National Archives, and the
National Archives at College Park, Maryland. The majority of my time was spent attempting to
find information about the founding of DESO and Indigenous history from that 16th century.
Given the time period that I was examining, I knew that information may be hard to come by.
I spent two days at the Florida archives searching for additional information about DESO
and the Seminole Tribe of Florida. The most fruitful archives were those at DESO and Ah-TahThi-Ki Museum. Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki proved to be invaluable as a researcher. While I could not

30

perform interviews, the library and archives had source materials since before the museum
opened. These materials divulged the process’ of developing the museum, the timeframe,
setbacks, hopes, and goals of the director and museum staff at the time. This information
answered many of the interview questions I had intended to ask.
Data Analysis
The basis of my research is controlled comparison as a method. A controlled comparison
is utilized to examine how one group or object is exhibited at different sites. In Culture on Tour:
Ethnographies of Travel (Bruner 2005), this method was used to show how the Maasai were
exhibited for tourists at three different sites in Kenya. While the group was the same the
controlled comparison allowed Bruner to examine the different ways of producing the image
through different concepts, post-colonialism, post-independence, and post-modern. This is
relevant because the comparative approach shows how similar concepts in the literature are
displayed differently on which types of tourists each location is trying to attract.
This approach allowed me to examine how the Seminole are represented at different
locations with different financial backers and tourists. While DESO and Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki are two
entirely different sites with different purposes they both show Indigenous history. How that
history looks at each site is vastly different. DESO is a memorial to De Soto and his expedition
while the Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki is a Seminole Tribal museum. The Seminole Tribe believes they are
descendants of Florida’s original inhabitants which would make the Indigenous populations
represented at DESO Seminole ancestors.
Examining how the Indigenous peoples are represented at each is quite telling about their
place in each location. Beginning with how much representation they have at each location down
to the interpretation of their place. In doing this type of comparison one must also be cognizant
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of the history of the area. Since I am examining Indigenous representation, I had to discover the
Indigenous history of the locations before and after each site’s creation. For example, DESO is a
place trapped in time. It covers De Soto’s expedition but who occupied the area after De Soto
until the creation of the memorial?
Limitations
Working with the Seminole Tribe of Florida creates limitations to the research as well. In
order to perform research on their location, I had to go through an IRB process with the
Seminole Tribe as I did with the university. The Seminole Tribe vetted not only the research but
me, as a researcher. Research amongst Indigenous groups is sometimes difficult due to the lack
of trust between Indigenous peoples and researchers. For centuries, the United States government
and researchers have promised one thing to Indigenous groups while doing another. In a casual
discussion I had with a member of the Seminole Tribal Historic Office, I was informed about a
researcher who was attempting to show how the Seminole Tribe had integrated within American
society to justify the forced assimilation of Indigenous groups within her home country. This
research was, for obvious reasons, not allowed to continue. Assimilation is not what the
Seminole Tribe is trying to show, they want to promote their history and how they maintain their
customs. The researcher in question proceeded to contact tribal members and perform her
research even though the tribe had warned her not to. The result was that the tribe was forced to
get the federal government involved to get her to stop. The THPO is not keen on allowing
researchers to talk with tribal members which is one reason I decided to interview people in
public positions, to begin with.
Time and having multiple locations were also constraints for this research. Traveling to
different archives, museums, and between the sites cost money. I funded this research out of my
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own pocket which limited the number of research trips I could take to D.C. Driving to the
locations within Florida was not as expensive as I was able to return home every day, however,
Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki is located roughly four hours from the University of South Florida while DESO
is one and a half hours away. In either case, that means a minimum drive of three hours a day or
eight to go to Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki.
Positionality
When doing research, it is important to understand and state one’s positionality for the
reader. This allows the reader insight into why certain choices were made and explain step four
from Trouillot, “the moment of retrospective significance” (Trouillot 1995, 26). Per LeCompte
and Schensul, stating one’s positionality is important as it shows the multiple positions of power
and disadvantage that the researcher may hold (LeCompte and Schensul 2010, 31). In
Decolonizing Methodologies, Linda Tuhiwai Smith shows that knowledge was something to be
discovered, extracted, appropriated, and distributed” (Smith 2013, 61). Knowledge, per Smith, is
a form of imperialism that leads to positional superiority, leaving Indigenous people to research
themselves primarily through the eyes of the West (Smith 2013, 61). Smith’s argument
highlights the need to explain one’s positionality to the reader in an attempt to make known what
biases may be present while also acknowledging the limitations of systems and processes of
creating knowledge.
My positionality as a white researcher is something I struggled with and continue to
struggle with. This research is an attempt to show that multiple versions of history and heritage
exist. One dominant narrative while beneficial to a national entity creates an otherization of the
non-dominant discourse. As such, the non-dominant discourse does not reach as many people
leaving many to regard the non-dominant version as fake.
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I consider myself to be a white male. Being a white male affords me many unearned
privileges that I and many other white males take for granted. History and heritage are
considered the domain of white men. Ibram X. Kendi claims that “The white body defines the
American body” (Kendi 2019, 33). White men primarily have documented history therefore it is
all white men’s history. America has attempted to force non-white people to assimilate in the
United States since the end of the 19th century, forcing those who are not white to learn the white
version of history and still not accepting them as equals (Kendi 2019, Child 1998, Smith 2013)
Although I know that I have Native American ancestry; I have no connection or knowledge of
my ancestral lineage. Research as explained by Smith is “one of the dirtiest words in the
indigenous world’s vocabulary” (Smith 2013, xi) and is a “set of ideas, practices, and privileges
that are embedded in imperial expansion, and colonization and institutionalized in academic
disciplines, schools, curricula, universities, and power” (Smith 2013, x). Given academia’s
relationship with indigenous peoples, it is important to clarify how I view myself and what I am
attempting to do.
Being a white male provides a platform not available to others as well. I am able to reach
and influence a different audience than someone of a different skin color. For better or worse, I
will also automatically be someone who is assigned authority and gets the benefit of the doubt as
far as my research based on my phenotype and the social construction of race in the United
States. To me, this authority has no appeal however, since it is bestowed upon me from a place
of ignorance due to my skin color and sex; I hope to provide a platform for other people’s voices.
The Seminole Tribe of Florida are doing the work, I am merely showing how their work differs
from another location and how they enter in or diverge from the authorized heritage discourse.
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Conclusion
These methods were used to answer my central research questions; What is authorized
heritage and how is it put into practice at De Soto National Memorial Park and Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki
Museum, in what ways are Indigenous populations represented at different sites by national park
officials, academic researchers, and archivists, and how do these representations align with the
ways that Indigenous groups, such as the Seminole Indians of Florida, formulate their own
narratives? The data collected is not representative of any previous individual’s intent when the
narratives and interpretive displays were created. This research may not be representative of the
Seminole Tribe or National Park Service as a whole as I worked with specific entities within
both spheres. Three different entities are considered the Seminole Tribe, my focus is on the
Seminole Tribe of Florida and their museum, Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki. There are 419 National Park sites
and my focus is on one specific location within Florida. A major limitation of this research is that
I do not attempt to interview visitors or guests at either location as that is not the intent of this
research.
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Chapter Four: Heritage in Action
Introduction
The key concept I study in this research is how Indigenous history and heritage are
presented within different settings. To accomplish this goal, I decided to include two very
different places that contribute to public understanding. The first, De Soto National Memorial
Park, is a memorial to Hernando de Soto. This location was chosen due to Hernandez’s
constant contact with Indigenous peoples once he arrived in what is now the Tampa Bay region
of Florida. The second site, Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki Museum, is a museum developed by the Seminole
Tribe of Florida to tell their history.
The purpose of this study is not to pass judgment on either location, the purpose is to
compare Indigenous representation at each location and the impact that representation may
carry. To perform this study, I used participant observation, archival research, ethnographic
interviews, and controlled comparison methods; all of which are outlined in chapter three. I
examined not only how each location represented Indigenous people but, also what may be
missing at each location.
This chapter is broken into two sections each highlighting one of the research locations.
Each section will then be broken into smaller sections detailing the locations history, scenery,
narrative displays, and the impression I left each site with. I discuss each location in detail
beginning with its founding, the layout of the location, and its narratives and interpretive
displays. The purpose of this is to enable the reader to mentally journey to each local before the
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final chapter, where I provide an analysis based on my data collected for each location. Both
locations were visited between ten and fifteen times over the course of two years. Throughout
my visits, I took field notes to be able to accurately portray what I was witnessing.
De Soto National Memorial Park (DESO)

History
De Soto National Memorial Park was authorized to be built by Congress in 1948,
however, it was not always destined to be so. Discussions surrounding building a monument to
honor De Soto began in 1919. Dr. Leslie Weedon wrote a proposal to the Department of the
Interior to build a National Park on what is now Weedon Island. Dr. Weedon offered to donate
four hundred acres of land for the purpose of building a monument to De Soto that “may be
available to the public”(Weedon 1919). Weedon suggested that his land had shell mounds which
indicated that Indigenous people lived before De Soto landed there in 1539. Arno Cammerer,
acting NPS director, was excited about the potential for Florida to get the first monument east of
the Mississippi(Cammerer 1920, Whisnant et al. 2012, 5). After a few correspondences between
Weedon and the National Park Service, nothing materialized. Whisnant et al. suggest that this
was due in part to the tract of land being on the small side and further exploration was needed to
bolster Weedon’s claim about the importance of the area (2012, 6).
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Figure 1. Map of Proposed De Soto National Monument.
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In 1929, W.L. Straub took up the case to build the De Soto National Monument on
Weedon Island. His correspondence with the National Park Service spans multiple years. Mr.
Straub was advised by Mr. Cammerer to provide evidence that the area of Weedon Island was
of sufficient anthropological importance and evidence that De Soto may have landed in that
area (Straub 1929). In 1930, Mr. Straub received word that the Secretary of the Interior had
approved the De Soto National Memorial project. After which Mr. Straub received the backing
from the St. Petersburg community to proceed with the acquisition of lands. Once the lands
were acquired the “Department of the Interior would suggest to the president that he establish
the national monument by executive proclamation”(Coe 1930). Per Whisnant et al (2012), it is
unclear what happened after this but in 1948 De Soto National Memorial was established on
Shaw’s Point, not Weedon Island.
In 1935, President Roosevelt, created the United States De Soto Expedition
Commission to trace De Soto’s route through the United States to honor the upcoming 400year commemoration. One member of the commission, John Swanton, declared in 1938 that
Shaw’s Point, not Weedon Island was the most likely landing place of De Soto (Whisnant et al.
2012). Once word of this got around to the citizens of the Bradenton area, the town moved
quickly to capitalize on the designation and potential tourist influx. The Colonial Dames in the
State of Florida requested a commission to put a monument to honor De Soto on Shaw’s Point.
The area was not developed and did not even have a road to get to the point. Many groups
worked together to get the land required to build the monument including, the Colonial Dames
of the State of Florida, the Optimist Club, the Florida Historical Society, the county
commission, and the chamber of commerce. The Ballard heirs were convinced to donate some
of the lands they owned and in 1939 an eight-ton granite marker was put on Shaw’s Point
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courtesy of the Colonial Dames (Brown 1997, Whisnant et al. 2012). The memorial marker and
the excitement of the town seemingly superseded a less than ideal report by historian Roy
Appleman who did not think the location was ideal. In any event in 1948, Senator Holland
introduced Senate Bill 1554 which led to the creation of De Soto National Memorial.
From De Soto National Memorial Park’s inception to 1993 the park focused exclusively
on interpreting De Soto’s story (Pratt 2014, 5). During the 1980s Indigenous groups began to
focus on DESO and how it portrayed Indigenous peoples. In 1993, the American Indian
Movement along with the Native People’s Exchange protested the annual De Soto parade. The
parade and park were accused of glorifying the genocide of Florida’s first peoples and
promoting the view that Indigenous people were heathens and savages while De Soto was a
savior (Pratt 2014, Whisnant et al. 2012). The celebration included “dressing local children up
as Indians and having them wave at the conquistadors who promptly slaughtered them without
a fight” (Stephens 2019). After these protests, the De Soto Landing celebration was eliminated
and the park began to incorporate Indigenous interpretation into the park. For the next 10 years
especially, and to this day the park has been more aware of Indigenous issues and has tried to
incorporate better interpretation throughout their site. The parade was renamed to De Soto’s
landing and kept a lower profile. Over the last few years, the parade has resumed and is
currently being run by the Hernando De Soto Historical Society.
Scenery
De Soto National Memorial Park is 25 acres in its entirety making it one of the smallest
National parks in the United States. The land was donated to the park by physicians William
Suggs and Lowry Blake who purchased the lands in the early 1930s and believed the
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establishment of a park would increase the values of their surrounding lands(Stephens 2019,
Whisnant et al. 2012).
Upon arrival at De Soto National Memorial Park, I immediately noticed the fort-like
view. Once one gets beyond the walls the pristine view of the bay comes into view. The modernday speedboats ruin the ambiance of the park, but the area is still quite beautiful. To the left of
the parking lot is a replica Spanish camp (camp Uzita) that runs through the winter and spring.
Beyond that is a Chickee hut model that is believed to look like the ones Indigenous people
would have occupied. The visitor center was a slight walk away along a sidewalk. The visitor
was up to date and very informative and inviting. Outside of the visitor center was the monument
to De Soto placed on top of a shell midden by the Colonial Dames.
The rest of the park is mostly a nature trail. The length of the trail is approximately one
mile and includes views of the coastal area as well as traversing an elevated boardwalk through
the mangrove estuary. Along the trail, there are images of Indigenous peoples and Spanish
conquistadors. There are remains of a tabby house which is no longer standing. There are also
shell mounds located along the nature trail. There are two concrete structures along the trail that
seem to be recent and pay lip service to the natives while celebrating other people. One of which
is a commemorative cross, the other, the Holy Eucharist Monument. Both of the stone
monuments were not originally part of the park but on Riverview point just outside of the park
boundary. The park along with Manatee County Conservation Lands Management now manages
these lands. At one time a statue of De Soto stood next to the Holy Eucharist Monument but was
removed for its protection due to vandalism (Planner 2014-2019).
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Figure 2. Map of De Soto National Memorial.
Narrative Displays and Interpretation
“The purpose of De Soto National Memorial is to commemorate Hernando De Soto’s
1539 expedition throughout what is now the southeastern portion of the United States and its
overwhelming impact on the course of North American history” (Acevedo et al. 2015, 4).
While DESO does a wonderful job of providing narrative displays and interpretation of the De
Soto’s conquest, its interpretation and displays of Indigenous artifacts leave something to be
desired. Upon arriving at DESO one is immediately drawn toward Camp Ucita, the Spanish
replica camp. Here visitors are shown what a Spanish camp would have looked like, are able to
try on Spanish armor, see blacksmithing, and a weapons demonstration all while park
employees tell the history of De Soto and his men. This history includes different things
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depending on the audience. The rangers attempt to give an unbiased version of the events but
that may not be possible if the audience is too young or if the audience already has their minds
made up. As Mr. Stephens said, “the rangers are not there to change anyone’s minds just to
give them the facts” (Stephens 2019). The park rangers primarily discuss De Soto’s expedition
as De Soto arriving as a young man with his conquistadors and his search for gold throughout
the US south. They discuss the resistance De Soto and his men faced and briefly mention the
battles, primarily focusing on him moving north. The weapons De Soto’s men used are
demonstrated as well as a bow and arrow. There is limited time at the living history camp, so
the description of the conquest is brief, and what the interpreter's highlight depends on
questions from the audience.
Once one enters the visitor center the Spanish and Indigenous stories begin to combine.
This location is where almost all of the interpretation takes place. One immediately sees lifesize depictions of conquistadors and Indigenous peoples. There are two maps of De Soto’s
journey from Florida to the Mississippi outside of the museum. The left side of the entrance has
images of conquistadors and a map of De Soto’s journey with Spanish town names, the right
has Indigenous people and a map with Indigenous camp names. In this building, there is
signage depicting quotes from The De Soto Chronicles: The Expedition of Hernando de Soto to
North America in 1539-1543 (Clayton et al. 1993).
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Figure 3. Signage in the welcome center.
These quotes include information on death marches De Soto forced many Indigenous
people on, general information about De Soto’s journey, and numbers of how many people he
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captured. To the left is also a children’s area where there are coloring books, a treasure chest,
replica Spanish armor, and ranger hats for the kids to try on.
Inside the museum itself, tourists are first shown a 20-minute video of De Soto’s
conquest. This video introduces its viewers to the brutality of De Soto and his men. The film
tracks De Soto’s journey through the South on his quest for gold, always being told it lied
further north. In the film, the Indigenous people were played by Chickasaw Indians whom the
park has a relationship with. The video like much of the park utilizes the De Soto Chronicles to
track his movements and provide quotes throughout the film and does not try to hide the
brutality from either group. After the video, the lights come on and visitors are allowed to look
at the museum displays. There was a total of eight. Four held Spanish artifacts and four held
Indigenous artifacts. The Spanish replica artifacts include chainmail, a suit of armor, a
crossbow and accessories, and an arquebus with a powder belt. The Indigenous artifacts
included a reproduction dress, pictures, pottery, smoking pipes, fishing nets, weapons made
from shells, spears, and arrowheads. All of these items included signage about what they were
but not much other information. On the whole, the displays seemed empty and rather static.
The display cases were mostly empty with only a few items in them. The backgrounds of the
cases were white, and the signs identifying the items were white with black lettering. Some of
the signs gave a description of the item and what it was used for while other signs simply listed
the name of the item. Within the film and throughout DESO the conquistadors were all dressed
from head to toe usually in armor. The Indigenous people, in contrast, were usually shown halfnaked wearing face paint or feathers.
Along the nature trail, there were images of both Indigenous peoples and conquistadors.
They are images taken from the film and placed throughout the park to give one a sense of
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what it may have looked like when De Soto arrived. The cutouts, while done with the best of
intentions, do not appear to work as they are. They look cheap and they are miniature providing
an almost comical feeling. When one walks around the nature trail there is signage at the tabby
house ruins which provide a brief description of what tabby is made of and a little history of the
house itself. The tabby house’s origins are unknown, but William Shaw is believed to have
built it in 1843. The Shaw family lived and worked in this area until the “Seminole Indian
uprising” which occurred in 1856. Without the sign, most people would not know what was
there.

Figure 4. Tabby House Signage.
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There is also signage about the shell middens that are around the park. This sign
explains what a midden is and how it is a federal crime to remove shells from it. However, it
does not bring attention to the shell midden as they are overrunning with vegetation and have
eroded over time. Due to the vegetation, erosion, and placement of the sign, visitors may not
understand what they are looking at as there is only a sign in one place.

Figure 5. Indigenous Cutouts at DESO.
The two stone monuments that were erected by the Catholic church are inscribed to honor
De Soto along with the twelve priests that traveled with him. The Memorial Cross’s inscription
includes a reference to the Native Americans.
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Figure 6. Holy Eucharist Monument Inscription.

Figure 7. Memorial Cross sign.

Impressions
DESO is primarily concerned with De Soto’s expedition to the Mississippi. However,
there has been a recent push to incorporate the Indigenous side of the narrative. De
Soto interpretive staff have been trying to add additional content about the indigenous
peoples since the 90’s when demonstrations began against the De Soto landing re-
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enactment. The park has cooperated with the Chickasaw Indians, researchers from
USF and others to attempt to make corrections. When asked about the difference in
material about the Spanish and Indigenous population, Ranger Stephens explained
“the park was attempting to correct some of the silences that have been presented over
the last seventy years” (Stephens 2019). However, the park’s hands are tied as their
original charter is for the memorial of De Soto, not the Indigenous people. Stephens is
hoping with new research and more visitors’ further attempts can be made to correct
the silences.
Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki: A Place to Learn, A Place to Remember
History
On February 3rd, 1989, Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki Museum was established as a not for profit
corporation because of James E. Billie and the Seminole Tribe of Florida Resolution C-96-89.
The museum opened its doors eight years later in 1997 to celebrate the 40th anniversary of the
tribe being Federally recognized. The creation of the museum was a long process and not
something that many tribes had done before. Beginning in 1993, Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki started
publishing the Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki News which kept tribal members and sponsors updated about
the plans for the museum.
The first issue notes that the time was ripe for the museum to materialize. Congress had
declared 1992 as the year of the American Indian. 1992 also happened to be the 500th
anniversary of Columbus “discovering” the new world. There were debates centered around
celebrating Columbus's first voyage and whether “He should be celebrated or acknowledge
the detrimental effects of colonialism brought forth by his arrival. To indigenous populations,
and many others, Columbus brought death, disease, and sparked the Atlantic slave trade
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resulting in killing countless people. Backers of the celebration argued that it’s one of the
biggest events in history and should be celebrated. Proclamation 6407 which occurred in
March 1992, acknowledged indigenous contributions to the United States over the years and
sought to honor them. Seven months later the president signed proclamation 6482 to name
Columbus Day the second Monday of October. In 1993, the United Nations followed suit and
declared it the international year of the world’s Indigenous People’s. Per Billy Cyprus,
magazines and newspapers were enamored with Seminole history and the number one
industry in the state was tourism. All of these points gave the Seminole the chance to not only
obtain tourist’s dollars but, educate tourists on the Seminole Tribe of Florida’s history and
heritage (Cypress 1993).
Over the next couple of years, the Seminole Tribe of Florida worked closely with the
National Museum of the American Indian (NMAI) as well as anthropologists to ensure the
choices about future displays would be consistent and accurate of Seminole history and
heritage. Tribal elders were interviewed, recorded, and consulted to provide materials on the
Seminole lifestyle (Cypress 1995). The museum obtained artifacts on loan from the NMAI.
Billy Cypress was also appointed to the board of the NMAI.
The museum is located on Big Cypress Reservation in Clewiston, Florida. While the
Seminole Tribe of Florida has reservations in Hollywood, Tampa, Brighton, and Fort Pierce:
Big Cypress was always going to be its location. Per James E. Billie, the reason the museum
is at Big Cypress is because of “One man, Abiaka. Because of him we are still here and
Seminole” (Billie 1997). Abiaka, or Sam Jones, is a medicine man credited with helping to
lead the Seminole Tribe of Florida against the United States military during the Third
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Seminole War. He led the remaining Seminole into the Everglades and is believed to be the
reason the Seminole Tribe of Florida exists today.
The museum originally had plans for multiple buildings with different exhibits. One
building would house the pre-colonial to contact period, one would host early Creek
settlement to expansion, and one would highlight the transitions of Seminole culture (Staff
1994). Unfortunately, due to financial concerns some of these projects fell through. Most
notably the pre-colonial to European contact exhibits. In 2009, the museum became the first
tribally governed museum to be awarded accreditation by the American Alliance of Museums.
Per Mitchell Cypress accreditation “was about making sure that our tribal museum was
operating under the standards that would ensure our history and culture would be preserved
forever” (Michaels 2009).
Scenery
Upon arriving at Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki there are restrooms located in the parking lot then one
must cross the street to get to the museum. On the side of the road is a sign about donations to
the museum that has a man in a canoe floating up the river. Behind this is a brick wall with an
entryway. Beyond the outside wall, the visitor immediately sees a body of water and smells a
fire burning. The fire is in a large pit just outside of the museum entrance. When entering the
museum there is a desk where you pay your entrance fee. Immediately to the left is a room
where an orientation film is shown on five different screens to a stadium like seating. Upon
exiting the theatre, one sees a display of the forest and Seminole men hunting with modernish
weapons pointing directly at you. The exhibits continue in a large circle within the building.
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Each scene is different and traces the Seminole history from the late 19th century to
today. To the right of the last exhibit is the gift shop and the exit, to the left is the research
library and archives. Beyond the library is the mile-long boardwalk through dense vegetation.
Approximately halfway across the boardwalk, the vegetation is opened up and there is a
Seminole replica village. The village includes chickees, a fire, and people making Seminole
goods. Next to the village is a replica hunting camp and ceremonial camp. Continuing along
the raised boardwalk the visitor comes across the Seminole Tribe’s creation story which
includes the eight clan names and their place in creation.
Narrative Displays and Interpretation
The purpose of the Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki Museum is to “give non-Indians a chance to see
Seminole culture and rethink their Native American stereotypes and to carry the legacy of the
Seminole Tribe of Florida into the 21st century” (Cypress 1997). Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki does an
excellent job of telling the Seminole story. Throughout the museum the displays are life-like
and many are interactive. All of the models are 3-d mannequins and were created using
images of tribal elders (Cypress 1997). The exhibits contain a mixture of men, women, and
children. Each exhibit has signage that not only tells what the exhibit is but provides a story
on the meaning of the exhibit.
As one goes from exhibit to exhibit the visitor is transported through time. The exhibits
begin with a hunt, then transition to a country store, followed by seeing a couple that’s getting
married. There is an exhibit of three women cooking, next to that one of a family getting
ready to eat. Children are playing and a family going down the river to trade furs. There is a
theatre exhibit that shows the Seminoles in a chickee sharing Seminole legends with each
other. Another exhibit is of the Green Corn Ceremony which highlights its importance to the
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tribe and a daily breakdown of activities performed. The Stickball exhibit is in the same room
and shows how the game is played, its meaning, and its similarity to today’s version of
lacrosse. The final exhibit area within the museum building is made up of current arts and
crafts produced by living Seminole tribal members. Throughout the museum, there are also
cases that have artifacts in them such as clothing, pottery, beadwork, and tools.

Figure 8. Two Seminoles Hunting.
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Figure 9. Three Generations of Women Cooking.
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Figure 10. The Green Corn Festival.
The nature boardwalk outside also has plenty of signage. These signs include what
types of animals one may see while on the boardwalk and what types of vegetation is there.
The vegetation signs include the English name of the plant species as well as the Seminole
word for the plant. In many instances, the Seminole names are important to them as they are
used in traditional medicine. While giving the tribal name the signs do not tell how they are
used.
At the Seminole camp and ceremony grounds signage includes pictures of the Seminole
and how the areas would be used. There are also full-size chickees, a statue of a hunter with a
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bow and arrow, and a canoe. Further down the path, there is the Seminole creation story. This
story includes eight animal clans and describes their importance in detail.

Figure 11. Chickee at Seminole Village
Impressions
This museum in contrast to DESO focuses almost exclusively on the Seminole Tribe of
Florida. Surprisingly, it does highlight cooperation between the Seminole Tribe of Florida and
settlers within Florida. This cooperation was dominated by trading goods. The Seminole’s
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ability to trade with settlers, delight settlers with alligator wrestling, and be guides throughout
Florida are some of the ways the Seminole survived in Florida and is a sense of pride.
The museum does not highlight wartime with the United States or amongst themselves.
This is surprising due to the Seminole Tribe of Florida’s pride in being an unconquered
people and the only group not to sign a peace treaty with the United States government.
Recently, the tribe has been working on Egmont Key and developing the history of Polly
Parker through archaeological and historical resources. Polly Parker escaped from a
steamship, the Grey Cloud, which was transporting her to Indian territory after her capture in
the Third Seminole War. Her descendants are still in Florida and make up a large portion of
the Seminole Tribe as the Seminole Wars either killed or relocated most of Florida’s
Seminole population (Montgomery 2013).
The museum takes pride not only in their history but in their present as well. The
section of the museum that highlights current work being done by tribal members is
interesting. This section showcases how traditions are passed down and modernized as new
things become available. It also highlights the community as there are different types of work
from children, women, and men of the tribe.
Conclusions
Both De Soto National Memorial Park and Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki Museum highlight different
parts of history. For DESO it is De Soto’s conquest through the south of what is now
considered the United States. For the Seminole Tribe, it is their history from the late 19th
century to the present. Each portrays Indigenous people in different ways. DESO provides
context to the national narrative put in place through years of colonization based upon written
documents. The national narrative while not explicitly named is the long effects of American
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imperialism. “In addition to a willingness to innovate and to think new thoughts,
heterogeneous-but purely European-ancestry characterizes the American” (Painter 2010, 108).
Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki Museum performs historical, archeological, and relies on lived experience
either first-hand knowledge or passed down through generations via oral history. It is not my
place to make a judgment about which is right or wrong. I am merely highlighting the
differences between the two approaches to discuss the complexities involved in heritage
research.
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Chapter Five: Analysis and Results
Introduction
This research project aimed to study how two different locations put forth narratives of
Indigenous peoples through the lens of authorized heritage discourse. I accomplished this
through participant observation at two very different heritage locations, ethnographic interviews,
and the heavy use of archival research. While each location has very different goals and
objectives, comparing the way each location represents Indigenous people is key to
understanding Indigenous identity. The main research questions that guide this research were:
Does the discourse centered around authorized heritage correlate with Native American
representation at De Soto National Memorial Park and Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki museum?; In what ways
are Indigenous populations represented at different sites by national park officials, academic
researchers, and archivists? How do these representations align with the ways that Indigenous
groups, such as the Seminole Indians of Florida, formulate their own narratives?
Initial findings show that the Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki Museum shows that the Seminole Tribe of
Florida wanted a place to tell their history and can be perceived as a direct response against
colonialism in general. De Soto, much like Christopher Columbus, is honored in American
history for coming to the New World during the age of discovery. There have been many books
written about him and his conquest through what is now the American South. Some examples
include De Soto and the Conquistadors (Maynard 1930), Hernando de Soto and the Indians of
Florida (Milanich and Hudson 1993), Florida Indians and the Invasion from Europe (Milanich
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1995), and Knights of Spain, Warriors of the Sun: Hernando de Soto and the South’s Ancient
Chiefdoms (Hudson 1997). Multiple markers designate De Soto’s path through the United States.
They can be found along the De Soto Trail, there are markers in Florida, Georgia, Mississippi,
Alabama, and North Carolina to name a few places. In contrast, the Seminole Tribe of Florida’s
heritage and history are not widely known to non-academics and non-tribal members outside of
the removal era context.
This chapter discusses how authorized heritage impacts each museum, how the
representations put forth at each contribute to a perceived identity of Indigenous people, and
some of the silences found at each research site. This section will also include future research
recommendations, limitations of this project, and discuss the broader impact of the created
representation in today’s world for the Seminole Tribe of Florida.
Authorized Heritage
The goal of this research was to identify the ways in which authorized heritage discourse
affected Indigenous representation at each research site. Heritage discourse can be authorized in
different ways by different groups. Authorized heritage discourse naturalizes assumptions of the
nature and meaning of heritage and is the dominant Western discourse (Smith 2006). Authorized
heritage favors the opinions of expert scholars and professionals trained within the Western
educational model. Authorized heritage values the Western perspective concerning written
source documents and one’s societal background and diminishes Indigenous lived experience
and oral history traditions (Smith 2006).
De Soto National Memorial Park is a prime example of authorized heritage. DESO’s
mission is to “commemorate Hernando De Soto’s 1539 expedition throughout what is now the
southeastern portion of the United States and its overwhelming impact on the course of North
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American history” (Acevedo et al. 2015). This mission statement does not leave a lot of room to
discuss Indigenous issues at the park. Before the 1993 protests by Florida American Indian
Movement and the Native People’s Exchange, there was no interpretation of Indigenous peoples
at the park (Pratt 2014, Stephens 2019). The park relied exclusively on The De Soto Chronicles
(Clayton et al. 1993), to develop interpretive themes. Some of these themes include the tactics
and warfare between two cultures, that the conquistadors were products of their time, and that
the Spanish expeditions of the 16th century brought about drastic changes to the new world and
had a vast impact on shaping the history of the U.S. South (Acevedo et al. 2015).
The themes presented at De Soto align heavily with the dominant National narrative of
the United States. The National Park Service is an apparatus of the State hence, this narrative is
one that places great importance on colonialism and bringing about progress to the new world
from Europe. Colonialism is the practice of acquiring wealth, political control, and placing
settlers in different lands or countries. Colonialism began with Christopher Columbus’s
“discovery” of the New World; De Soto’s expedition was a continuation of colonialism which
occurred forty years later and helped solidify Spain on the New continent. The story of the
United States is a story of colonialism. Without colonialism, Indigenous peoples would still
occupy the U.S. and have greater numbers than they currently do.
Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki Museum is also a part of the authorized discourse but from a different
perspective. Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki is a tribal museum that has worked closely with the National
Museum of the American Indian, a Smithsonian institution (Cypress 1995). Those who work for
the Smithsonian have been educated in the Western system, as have those who are employed at
Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki, yet in both instances, the museums push back against the national narrative and
colonialism. Since the Seminole story is not being told in many institutions the Seminole Tribe
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of Florida’s tribal historic preservation office decided to tell their version of it. They want to
educate tribal and non-tribal members about the history and culture of the Seminole Tribe of
Florida in the hopes of people rethinking the Native American stereotypes.
Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki’s themes are of cooperation, surviving, and thriving. The museum relies
on oral histories passed down through generations and their own research staff which performs
anthropological, archaeological, and historical research to solidify their claims. The tribal
members are very involved in the creation of the exhibits and what stories should be told at the
museum (Cypress 1995). Tribal members are involved in the creation of the different exhibits
through the use of oral histories, modeling for exhibits, creating and donating items throughout
the museum.
The different approaches to authorized heritage discourse have profound effects on the
perceived identities of those represented at each location. DESO’s use of written documents is
problematic as it only incorporates one viewpoint, that of the conquistadors. The Indigenous
view has been ignored throughout much of the United States history. This has led to tensions
between Indigenous peoples and the United States government and to misconceptions about
Indigenous peoples.
Race, Representation, and Identity
Authorized heritage discourse encompasses many different aspects of life including race,
representation, and identity. To examine how representation leads to race and identity, I use
TribalCrit. Colonialism shapes indigenous people’s identity. Colonialism led to a hierarchical
system of racial classification that placed whites on the top and everyone else beneath them.
Painter notes that in the 20th century America, whiteness became racially indivisible. There were
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three racial classifications, Mongoloid, Negroid, and Caucasoid (Painter 2010, xi). In shaping
races this way, it no longer mattered where you were from but the color of your skin.
DESO’s interpretive displays feature both Indigenous peoples and conquistadors. The
park’s focus is designed primarily to divulge the tale of De Soto and his men using descriptions
that De Soto’s own men wrote. Throughout the park, conquistadors are shown as large towering
white men in full armor wielding weapons that were modern for their time and large war dogs. It
is impossible not to think about power when viewing these images.
Alongside many of the images are also religious symbols and plaques that focus on the
religious mission of the men involved. While De Soto was looking for gold, his mandate
included providing religious instruction to the natives of the land. De Soto allowed eight priests
and four Dominican Friars to travel with his company to spread Catholicism. The priest tried to
convert Indigenous peoples to Christianity but conducted mass on Sunday (Clayton et al. 1993).
As quoted in figure 12, “You give me the cross to defend myself against my enemies, with that
same cross you seek to destroy me.” It seems hypocritical to try to convert people to Christianity
and at the same time threaten their very existence. Religious monuments at DESO are a constant
reminder that the fatalities incurred by De Soto’s landing were guided by religion just as much as
his quest for gold. Throughout the colonization of the New World indigenous peoples were
expected to give up their religions and customs by converting, many times forcibly, to
Christianity (Casas and Griffin 1992, Brian, Benton, and García Loaeza 2015).
The park does provide some details about the tactics used by De Soto’s men but largely
excuses their conduct by saying that the conquistadors were men of their time. The park connects
the conquistadors to today by showing how youth can change the world (Stephens 2019). While
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De Soto and his men did do horrible things to Indigenous people in “La Florida,” they will
always be remembered for the impact they had in shaping the world.

Figure 12. Display about De Soto’s Royal Mandate.
Indigenous men, when represented at the park at all, are portrayed as darker-skinned,
half-naked, wearing feathers and war paint. Many of the interpretive displays suggest that these
were warring peoples constantly fighting amongst themselves. The Indigenous people did not
have Christianity nor education. The representation at DESO of Indigenous peoples lends
credibility to the many tropes about Native Americans, such as being savages, heathens, and war
paint. The main issue is that the representation of indigenous people at DESO begins and ends
with De Soto’s journey. I left the park thinking that De Soto had eradicated the indigenous
populations he encountered, which places them in a specific timeframe creating invisibility of
people who survived. While the park is quick to make connections between the Spanish
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conquistadors and people today such as; how young the conquistadors were and how they
brought about massive global change, the same thing is not done for the first peoples. The park
does make any attempt to make connections with the indigenous past and the present.
These portrayals of De Soto’s expedition and the Indigenous people he encountered falls
in line with how the United States was constructed. White, Christian men providing
enlightenment to the savage heathens that were located within Florida already. These
representations are also equivalent to the people of the 1940s when the park was established. The
Bradenton area was excited to be a part of history and envisioned tourists' money flowing into
the area (Whisnant et al. 2012).
The three monuments located at DESO also contribute to Indigenous identity being of
secondary concern. The first monument, an eight-ton granite marker that designated that De Soto
had landed in the area was placed directly upon an “Indian shell mound near the river”
(Whisnant et al. 2012, 14). The monument is placed on top of Indigenous archaeological remains
signifies a definitive lack of concern about Indigenous culture. While the National Park Service
did not place this marker, they have also not moved it. While the De Soto marker and shell
mound it rests on are kept free of debris, the shell midden in the park is not. The shell midden
appears to be a pile of shells now overgrown with vegetation. The midden provides evidence of
past human occupation and Indigenous culture, yet at DESO, the history of the area begins with
De Soto’s arrival. In identifying De Soto’s arrival as the first event of the location, the park
signifies that nothing important happened there before his arrival. In commemorating De Soto’s
expedition, the timeline of the park ends in 1543 which also erases everything that occurred after
De Soto’s departure.
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The other two monuments, the Memorial Cross and the Holy Eucharist monument were
both put in place by the Catholic diocese on land next to DESO. These monuments are currently
under management by the National Park Service. The eucharist monument was a memorial to De
Soto’s expedition while the Memorial Cross inscription is to honor the twelve priests who sailed
with De Soto and the Native Americans who inhabited the area. Both monuments serve as a
reminder to Indigenous people that the way their ancestors lived was not appropriate and part of
De Soto’s mission was to re-educate the Indigenous people in Christianity.
Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki Museum’s interpretive displays focus solely on the visual representation
of the Seminole Tribe of Florida, while some displays mention cooperation with settlers these
displays do not portray non-indigenous people. As this is the Seminole Tribe of Florida’s
museum and part of their mission is to help non-Indians rethink their native American
stereotypes, this is not a surprise. Each display that includes people within it are mannequins
fashioned after real-life tribal members. The clothing on the mannequins is also produced by the
Seminole. Each display highlights a different aspect of Seminole history and culture through the
eyes of the Seminole Tribe of Florida.
None of the displays present at Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki show Seminole’s wearing feather
headdresses, war paint, or being half-clothed. The mannequins are all wearing different garb
based on the timeframe of the display. The displays also show cooperation with the settlers of
Florida, such as the trading post, and alligator wrestling. The stickball game display emphasizes
how indigenous games have been adopted in the United States in the form of lacrosse. On the
boardwalk nature trail, the signage incorporates both the Indigenous and common names of
many of the plant and wildlife species.
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Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki shapes race and identity differently than DESO. Billy Cypress believed
that the museum would “renew interest in tribal heritage and instill Seminole pride in our young
people” (Cypress 1997). Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki places Seminole culture on the same level as other
cultures. The museum does not attempt to portray any other culture, only their own to bring
awareness that is not found in other sites of public knowledge. In highlighting the Seminole
history and heritage in this fashion, the museum can build up a Seminole identity and show
themselves as equals.
DESO and Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki each contribute to representation, identity, and race in
different fashions. DESO relies on a written Spanish document from the 16th century and is
bound to decisions made at and before the park’s creation. Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki is a tribal museum
which hopes to change the bias against Indigenous people and instill a sense of pride within their
group. Since each location communicates different time frames from different vantage points,
there are gaps in what is shown.
Silences
Regarding this research, DESO constructs narratives about De Soto’s expedition based on
The De Soto Chronicles which were written by men on De Soto’s expedition. The Seminole
Tribe relies on oral traditions passed down through lineage. The Seminole Tribe of Florida
currently has hundreds of oral history recordings in various formats that they are in the process
of digitizing. However, the oral histories are for Seminole Tribal members to listen too with only
a few available to outsiders. DESO reliance on an account written almost five hundred years ago
can be viewed as history while The Seminole Tribe’s use of oral tradition can be viewed as
heritage as it anchors the tribe to their past. Lowenthal suggests that history seeks a particular
truth and disguises it as facts while heritage both forgets and sometimes embellishes while
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thriving on ignorance and sometimes fear (Lowenthal 1998). In discussing the construction of
history, Trouillot (1995), suggests four instances in which silences are formed:
1) The moment of fact creation, 2) the moment of fact assembly, 3) the moment
of fact retrieval, 4) the moment of retrospective significance (Trouillot 1995, 26).
DESO is a public memorial. Public memory is centered around a group’s choices, in this
instance the nation, about what they wish to be remembered. DESO’s location was certainly
influenced by local factors such as the Colonial Dames of America, the Bradenton chamber of
commerce, Florida Historical Society, and others who had a financial interest in tourism and took
pride in De Soto’s landing in the area; it was the federal government who looked favorably on
building the National memorial as it was looking for ideas to celebrate the quatercentenary of the
De Soto expedition in 1939 (Whisnant et al. 2012). As Clayton says “ the De Soto expedition
was the first major encounter of Europeans with Native American Indians in the eastern half of
the United States and, as such, is of monumental importance in the study and analysis of the
origins of North American History after the arrival of the Europeans” (Clayton et al. 1993, XIX).
While DESO is supposed to represent a shared history that bonds citizens of the United States
together yet ostracizes Indigenous peoples. DESO’s story is one of encountering Indigenous
people, conquering them, and being told there is gold further up north to get his company to
move on. However, at least one document suggests that De Soto was forced North. Andrew
Frank’s Creeks and Southerners (2005, 12), claims:
Once de Soto’s hostility to these Indigenous societies
became evident, Indian guides led him into the
swamps from which warriors from several
chiefdoms chased his forces out of the southeast. De
Soto and his men were no match for the wellorganized Native Americans. Natives outnumbered
the Spanish conquistadors, and their technology was
well suited to warfare in the southeastern terrain. The
Spaniards fled Florida, but not before de Soto and his
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men introduced deadly pathogens, for which these
chiefdoms had no answer.
If Frank’s assertion is correct, that changes the dynamic of the park. It would give greater
power and agency to the descendants of Florida’s original inhabitants. This also brings into
question other details surrounding the park.
At DESO there is not very much information pertaining to the Indigenous people’s life
before or after De Soto’s arrival. Since the park relies heavily on the Spanish accounts one can
see how fact creation and fact assembly contribute to the lack of information present. The
Indigenous people De Soto encountered did not have written documents that are so highly prized
in Western discourse. Without written documents information could not be saved nor assembled.
The Spanish documents on the other hand were obviously written and kept safe for future
generations to be able to read. Clayton et al’s, The De Soto Chronicles (1993) is a translation of
the original documents written during the expedition. It is two large volumes amounting to over a
thousand pages. The accounts were written by a Portuguese man from Elvas who marched with
De Soto, The king’s factor on the expedition, Hernandez Biedma, De Soto’s private secretary,
Rodrigo Rangel, and Garcilaso de la Vega. La Vega’s account was published in 1606 and was
written with source materials that he found. The explorers who wrote the original documents
knew when they began writing the accounts that the records would be saved.
Interpretation at DESO does not include information about Indigenous women and
children with two exceptions. The first is a replica of a woman’s dress in the display case. The
second instance is that rangers will sometimes mention a woman chief that shocked De Soto’s
company. “De Soto’s men asked a guy if he was the chief and he said no she is” (Stephens
2019). This is an example of silences occurring during fact retrieval and retrospective
significance. Fact retrieval is the instance where narratives are constructed. The National Park
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Service made the decision not to incorporate how Indigenous women and children were treated
by the Spanish due to its highly graphic nature (Stephens 2019). Women in Europe were treated
similarly, women had no rights in Europe during the 16th century. While the park had the best
intentions in leaving out the way Indigenous women and children were treated by De Soto’s
men, it allows people to create a fantasy of the noble Spanish conquest.
Beyond the De Soto Chronicles, DESO has access to archival data and archaeological
data. DESO works closely with local museums and with the South Eastern Archaeological
Conference of the NPS in Tallahassee, Fl. There is information about the lives of Indigenous
peoples precontact if the park would have decided to include it. On location, DESO has evidence
of Florida’s original inhabitants. The shell mounds and midden, yet the only description provided
for the midden is that it is a “remnant of Native Americans who lived here as much as 2000 years
before De Soto arrived in 1539. The shells are the remains of shellfish which were a large part of
their diet.” The shell middens signage is a recent addition to DESO and a result of a
collaboration between “park staff at De Soto National memorial and graduate students at the
University of South Florida to improve interpretation of the shell midden” (Pratt 2014, 10). Pratt,
a USF graduate student who collaborated with DESO staff, and her colleagues, the
recommendation was to create an interpretive panel that educated visitors about shell midden
significance, conservation and preservation issues, and the interactions between De Soto and the
Native Americans he encountered. The interpretive display as it stands seems to be different than
the one Pratt suggests in her work. The current display does mention Native American peoples
dating back 2,000 years prior to De Soto’s arrival but nothing else. Pratt also provides
information as to why the suggestion was not put in place. “The National Memorial
Superintendent, Jorge Acevedo, raised concerns about the security of the midden site and the
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possibility that detailed interpretation might encourage looting” (Pratt 2014, 11). This is an
instance of retrospective significance. While detailed signage may have helped educate the
public further and allow the Indigenous story entrance into the discourse, it was felt that the
benefits may outweigh the risk if people began to take more shells from the midden.

Figure 13. Shell Midden Signage
Silences are also present at the Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki Museum. While Seminole heritage is
present beginning in the late 19th century, there is not an exhibit that interprets the Seminole
history before that. In the welcome video, We Seminole, two very important topics are brought
forward. The first is that the Seminole Tribe traces their ancestry to Florida’s original
inhabitants. The second is that the Seminole Tribe of Florida is unconquered, never having
signed a treaty of surrender with the United States government.
The lack of interpretation before the late 19th century is an example of a silence forming
in the moment of fact retrieval or the making of the narrative. Within the archives and library of
the museum, there are oral histories and academic works which suggest that the tribe is
connected to Florida’s original inhabitants. Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki had originally planned to have
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multiple buildings that each house a different time period (Staff 1994). However, the plan has yet
to be enacted and the exhibits how I witnessed them did not address these issues.
The most jarring silence surrounds the Seminole Wars. In the U.S. context, there were
three Seminole Wars spanning from 1816-1858. The Seminole Tribe views this time period as
one long war. The Seminole Tribe being unconquered was proudly claimed in the welcoming
video and the Seminole Tribe of Florida’s website devotes nearly four pages of their history
section to the Seminole Wars and their impact on Seminole culture
(https://www.semtribe.com/STOF/history/introduction). One would think this exhibit would be
dominant within the museum, yet that is a western perspective that glorifies conquest. Ah-TahThi-Ki seeks to promote change in the museum experience. They seek to challenge their visitors
with diverse perspectives.
DESO and Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki have created silences by putting together their interpretive
displays and narratives. Some of these silences are glaring while others may be subtle. Since the
goal of Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki is to educate people about Seminole history and heritage it does not make
sense to show that people other than the Seminole are missing from this context.
Limitations
Limitations to this research are the lack of interviews performed with the Seminole Tribe
of Florida to get a deeper perspective on why some parts of the museum were designed the way
they were. While I was able to find the answers to most of my initial questions through archival
research at the Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki Museum, interviews provide a platform to ask follow up
questions and gain a deeper understanding.
Another limitation to this research is the lack of information on the enslaved and
previously enslaved peoples in context with Indigenous communities. De Soto’s expedition
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included enslaved people. There were also the black Seminole or the Freedmen in Florida.
Neither location included images nor discuss black individuals and the history and heritage in
context to Native communities. I did not ask about the lack of representation of these individuals
within the context of this research as I was focused predominately on indigenous representation
at each site and how the Seminole Tribe of Florida represents themselves. However, while left
out of each locations narrative it is important to be aware that they existed and should be
included at the sites. There are academic sources relating to indigenous and their relationships
with people of African Descent. George Klos (1989), wrote Blacks and the Seminole Removal
Debate, 1821-1835. An article from 2005 also discusses the relationship of the Seminole and
those of African descent, Seminoles and Africans under Seminole Law: Sources and Discourses
of Tribal Sovereignty and “Black Indian” Entitlement (Miller 2005).
Broader Impact
The broader impact of DESO and Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki is what the visitors leave the locations
having learned. Did the interpretation change how the individuals viewed certain members or did
it reinforce their already held beliefs? De Soto National Memorial boast visitor numbers close to
250,000 per year(Service 2018). Many of the visitors I witnessed during my visits were children
on field trips or with their families. Given DESO’s lack of Indigenous interpretation, it is not
hard to see why there is tension between groups. Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki for the year of 2018 had 16,000
visitors to their museum. Approximately 230,000 more people visited DESO and received the
history of De Soto’s expedition without also acquiring appropriate information about the
Indigenous cultures.
DESO is a memorial that is stuck in time. The interpretive displays are static and
unchanging resulting in making connections to the past more difficult. The rangers reinforce that
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school-aged children can shape the future by making a connection between the ages of De Soto
and his men through the example of many of them being teenagers and sailing to a new world
creating lasting change. Interpretation for Indigenous peoples at the site is lacking which does
not enable connections to be made in the present. Indigenous representation at DESO is one of
defeat ensuring school-aged children do not view themselves in context to the indigenous
population, Given the context of De Soto’s conquest and the lack of Indigenous interpretive
material, one could easily assume that Florida’s original inhabitants died out from warfare and
disease.
Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki promotes a different view of Indigenous people. Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki’s view is
one of celebration and perseverance. Claiming to be direct ancestors of Florida’s original
peoples, the museum highlights how the Seminole regrouped after their numbers dwindled, how
they built themselves back up, and how they are thriving today.
Representation in historical and anthropological sources as well as places of public
heritage has a lasting impact. One example is the Seminole Tribe’s battle with the Smithsonian’s
National Museum of Natural History (NMNH). The Seminole Tribe of Florida is attempting to
repatriate 1,500 individuals and thousands of artifacts the tribe claims are their ancestors. Paul
Backhouse, director of Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki and member of the Seminole Tribal Historic Preservation
Office, believes that “they don’t want to give them back; they want to tell the Tribe’s story”
(Bidney 2019). The article claims that NMNH contends that the remains and artifacts are
culturally unidentifiable. Some of the artifacts date back thousands of years and “there is no
written record of the Tribes existence from that time” (Bidney 2019). The Smithsonian believes
that the Seminole Tribe’s movement into Florida was a singular event and they are Creek Indians
due to William Sturtevant who did fieldwork in Florida during the 1960s and wrote and edited
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the Smithsonian’s Handbook of North American Indians. In volume 14: The Southeast
Sturtevant’s contributions outside of being an editor include assisting in writing two sections,
History of Ethnographical and Linguistic Research and Florida Seminole and Miccosukee. As
stated in the article Tribe, THPO Continue to Seek Return of Thousands of Artifacts, the
Smithsonian relies on written academic documents, not oral histories, and claims Florida was
“devoid of all Indigenous people during the era the artifacts are from” (Bidney 2019). Recently,
USF’s anthropology department has entered a Land Acknowledgement Agreement which
represents active and ongoing dialogue with the Seminole Tribe. Some of the issues being
examined and resolved are similar to the ones I have raised throughout this research.
The use of written historical documents is important when one wants to tell the history of
a place, people, or event. However, written documents should not be the only material source.
Many scholars have shown the usefulness of oral histories and the pitfalls of relying exclusively
on written documents.
Recommendations and Future Research
This chapter presented the findings and analysis of this research project concerning
shaping representation, race, and identity using the lens of authorized heritage discourse. As this
thesis has shown, creating identity and representation through the heritage framework is a
complex and convoluted issue. This project worked within the current authorized discourse
literature by showing how and why decisions are made in real instances. My contribution in
terms of this research is to identify gaps in the recreation of the narratives at each location to
educate people that interpretations and representations given at museums and National Park Sites
are not complete. Individuals must critically examine the information they are given when
visiting a public site of heritage and ask questions instead of viewing the sites as historical truth.
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I presented issues surrounding authorization, silences, and the broader impact of these decisions.
By focusing on qualitative data collection such as the use of archives, participant observation,
limited interviews, and a controlled comparison this project sheds light on the complexities of
creating a site of public heritage that can appeal to everyone.
While DESO and Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki have very different purposes they share similar goals.
DESO, though bound to its foundational document, would like to be able to better inform its
visitors about the Indigenous peoples' De Soto and his men would have encountered. Ah-TahThi-Ki wants to get its message heard by a larger audience and change people’s stereotypes
about The Seminole Tribe. It is therefore my recommendation that the Seminole Tribe of Florida
and De Soto National Memorial Park collaborate to advance the interpretation of Florida’s
original inhabitants.
Of course, this recommendation is easier said than done. NPS is a government identity
which has a long history of mistreating Indigenous people. At the Everglades National Park in
Florida, NPS guidelines forced the Seminole into smaller areas with the hope they would migrate
away, restricted hunting and fishing (Keller and Turek 1998). This treatment of the Seminole
occurred in the 1940s and continues to this day. “Miccosukee’s feel unwelcome and seldom use
the park except for traditional burials; they and the Seminoles prefer Big Cypress where they can
hunt, fish, trap, and practice traditional ceremonies” (Keller and Turek 1998, 231). I do not
envision the Seminole cooperating with the National Park Service even though it would be
mutually beneficial to both entities. DESO is “always open to working with Indigenous tribes
and hopes to build a relationship with the Seminole over the next few years” (Stephens 2019).
The idea of the DESO having a relationship with the Seminole is not new yet, it has not
materialized. A 1930 letter sent from M.W. Stirling, chief for the Bureau of American
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Ethnography, to Horace Albright, Director of the National Park Service, expresses delight that a
living ethnic group, Seminole Tribe, is nearby (Stirling 1930). A relationship with the Seminole
Tribe would enhance the park’s interpretation of Indigenous people. For Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki and the
Seminole Tribe of Florida, this partnership would help their mission of bringing Seminole
history to a larger audience. If the Seminole could incorporate their version of history to the
Indigenous people at De Soto that would strengthen their claim to be descendants of Florida’s
original inhabitants.
Future research at these locations should focus on visitor experience. My study examined
how the current interpretive displays contribute to identity-making and authorized heritage
discourse. If a researcher were to examine how tourists felt about the locations and what
messages they took away from the locations in conjunction with how the interpretation is
designed that would prove to be a valuable resource for the National Park Service, Seminole
Tribe of Florida, and heritage tourism within the State of Florida.
In addition to the visitor experience, more research is needed in the form of interviewing
the gatekeepers of the Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki Museum. Museum staff members insider information of
how and why Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki is created in the way it is, would provide valuable insight into how
the Seminole Tribe is bringing about change regarding museum construction, interpretation, and
identity of Indigenous people.
This research is concerned with two specific sites of heritage. Future research should
expand to include how other Indigenous tribe’s versions of history and heritage align with the
Seminole Tribe of Florida’s version. New artifacts and histories are still being discovered. Future
research should also examine how new findings support or change the current views at these
locations.
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